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          COMMANDER VEERHOVEN

        

      

    

    
      “Are we nearly there yet?” The young man in the silver-and-gray suit threw a wry grin upward at his superior, his face lit by the blip and glow of green-and-neon-blue holo commands from the control board before him.

      “Shut up, Talisk,” hissed the woman, Commander Jane Veerhoven of the Palacian Special Command, at her tactical officer. She despaired. Even though they were aboard one of the most sophisticated ships of the entire Palacian Navy and on perhaps the most important mission that the Palacian Kingdom had undertaken in its three hundred years—still, Tactical Officer Talisk found a way to crack a smarmy remark.

      It's because he is a second earl or something, she thought. Unlike most of her officers aboard the Palacian Special Cruiser Ghoul, Commander Jane Veerhoven wasn’t actually related to the Palacian royal family. She considered briefly what this meant.

      Does it show? she wondered idly to herself. She looked over her command bridge at the young men and women at their posts, all dressed in the silvers and blues of the Palacian navy but also with a certain air of . . . what was it . . . smug authority. The way that Second Officer Morales casually lounged with one foot on the chair next to him, the small ornaments on their desks, or the way that Talisk didn’t wear his regulation cap and let his hair grow long over his forehead.

      All signs that they think they know better—and that they deserve better, Veerhoven thought with a small, bitter grimace. A part of her would be glad when this mission was over. Then she could return home to the Palacian worlds and be richly rewarded for ending the Palacian-Terran conflict.

      For bringing victory in the name of Queen Mia Oceanus of Palace.

      For crippling the United Terran Alliance suddenly, fundamentally, and completely.

      Doing that would be enough to get her elevated to at least lady, wouldn’t it? Veerhoven considered. Maybe even a marquis . . .

      “Matching speed with comet 320-74J,” called Second Officer Morales. Overhead, the main control holoscreen flickered, displaying a three-dimensional image of the object they were tracking: the glaring, glittering tail of a large comet. It was spearing through the edge of frontier space between the galactic territories of the UTA and the Free Kingdom of Palace.

      It had so far taken the Ghoul a total of two months of deep space, supersecret flight to track and match with comet 320. The comet itself was only a fragment of a larger comet that the Palacian military intelligence had been tracking for the last six months, predicting that it would split as it passed through Frontier System 22 and that this smaller piece—320—would be hurled onwards, accelerating straight through Terran space.

      And that provides us with a perfect opportunity, Veerhoven knew. She raised her hand and flicked her fingers forward. In perfect synchrony, the holocontrols read her gesture and accelerated their speeds just a little so that the Ghoul started to enter the tail of their quarry.

      “Ma’am?!” There was a sound of alarm from Tactical Officer Talisk as the Ghoul started to shake and tremble with the ice particles and rock dust that battered the vessel.

      “Talisk,” Veerhoven rebuked heavily. “I hope I don’t need to remind you that we have to be inside the tail of the comet if we are to remain undetected by the Terran long-range sensors.”

      Her tactical officer didn’t say anything. He only made a shrugging gesture with his shoulders as if he were in some synth bar and had just been heckled by a crazy person. Veerhoven’s scowl deepened. If she were back at base or anywhere but an active war zone, then she would have Talisk disciplined for that.

      It’s because he still doesn’t see me as a commanding officer or his superior. Veerhoven glared at the back of the tactical officer’s silly head. He has made it clear that he doesn’t think that anyone without a title can lead, she knew. This was exactly what was wrong with the Palacian military and why she wanted to complete this mission successfully—in order to get her title bestowed upon her.

      And a disciplinary would only raise more problems than she had the bandwidth to think about, Veerhoven groaned. She knew that even though she was a commander, if she brought a charge against a noble—no matter how far removed from the throne they were—it would come with a high level of headaches, counterclaims, and evaluations.

      So, we’ll let that one slide, the commander thought . . . But maybe I’ll put you on latrine duty for the rest of the way back. She grinned fiercely to herself at the thought.

      Around them, the Ghoul continued to shake, pummeled with flecks of ice, rock dust, and trace minerals from the comet’s tail as it sped through space.

      “Match speed again, Morales!” Veerhoven hissed, earning an, “Aye, Commander,” in response.

      The special operations, supersecret cruiser wobbled and then settled a little, even though there were still occasional vibrations and tremors from the hull.

      “Approaching release site, Commander,” Talisk said. His tone turned serious as he sat up straighter in his chair, the perfect picture of an officer who knew what he was doing.

      No one’s fooled, Talisk, the commander thought. She shook her head and forced the thought away. She had a job to do. And that meant she couldn’t entertain fools.

      “Check our telemetry,” Veerhoven announced. “I want to know precisely where we are and how far we are from Terran space.”

      Comet 320 was traveling fast. As the command team fed in the details, the exact distances and graphics displayed in the air over their heads, drawing thin and glittering green lines to nearby planets and alarming orange lines to the closest Terran outposts.

      “We are about to enter Frontier System 5, Commander,” Morales announced. He didn’t have to explain to any of them what that meant.

      Because the territory of the United Terran Alliance was spread over such a wide range, Frontier System 5—supposedly non-political “no man’s land”—was situated right up against the nearest Terran system. This meant that the comet fragment was going to surge straight through it for a few hours before it passed into UTA space.

      “Ready the cargo,” Veerhoven said, leaning forward as she regarded the comet in front of her intently. Their speeds were matched. They were hidden from the Terran sensors, which would register them and what they were about to do as nothing more than the comet itself.

      “Is this the right time? Commander, we should—” Talisk dared to open his mouth once again. Veerhoven knew that even though he had nothing to say, he had to seem as though he did, because that is what self-importance did to a person.

      “Quiet, Tactical!” Veerhoven snarled at him, suddenly losing her cool. “When I want your opinion, as commander of this ship, I will ask for it. Do you understand me!?” She gripped the handles of her control chair and swore that she could hear her knuckles cracking as she did so.

      There was a stunned silence from inside the control room, but Commander Jane Veerhoven didn’t care.

      “Cargo ready, Commander,” whispered Morales a moment later for the commander to nod.

      “I have the controls,” she said. She waved her hands before her eyes, causing a set of alarm-red triggers to appear that looked like four separate latches created out of nothing but glittering light.

      “Control validation,” she said aloud, and the computers of the Ghoul read her voice and okayed her authority.

      Moving quickly, she flicked each trigger, a distant clunk reverberating through the craft as their deadly cargo was released.

      On the holoscreens, the ship sensors recreated an image of what was happening outside. A large torpedo-shaped object was lowered from the opening hull of the special operations craft, held wavering in space for a moment, and then its automatic clamps blew away in wisps of plasma and color.

      “Cargo away,” Morales whispered as the giant torpedo raced ahead of them, deeper into the comet’s tail.

      Veerhoven held her breath as she watched its blinking vector, seeing it shake as it entered the main cone of the tail.

      Don’t fail! Hold your course! She willed the hidden engines and preprogrammed flight computers to do their job—and they did, as the torpedo made it through the outer tail to the space behind the comet where the shadow of the icy rock protected it from the worst of the thrown particles. She held her breath as the signal vector of the torpedo blinked and flashed erratically when their own ship attempted to read it through comet 320’s tail—then it abruptly vanished.

      There was a moment of silence. Everyone in the room held their breath. If they had failed, then they were about to be engulfed in a gigantic ball of plasma.

      But the moment passed, and collectively, they let out a sigh of relief.

      “She’s secure,” Officer Morales said, and a small, congratulatory whoop spread through the control deck.

      Jane allowed them this momentary break in regulation, knowing that she must bring them back to operational silence soon. But for now, she knew that they had done well.

      “Then turn us around and take us back home, officers,” she breathed, allowing her clutched hands and her back to relax against her command chair.

      The Palacian Ghoul shook as it slowed its thrusters, allowing comet 320-74J to accelerate ahead of them. Already, the comet had almost sped halfway through Frontier System 5, and in a few minutes, it would be crossing into UTA territory.

      The Ghoul would be far away when that happened. By the time that the torpedo activated its own flight computers and dropped out of its hiding place behind the comet—then the Ghoul would be on the other side of the frontier systems.

      With no Palacian ships nearby at all and the Terran systems entirely unsuspecting, it would drop through Terran System 8, leaving the comet entirely. It would burn its way past Terran planets—and it would strike one of the most important Terran worlds in all of UTA space.

      They will never see it coming, Commander Jane Veerhoven thought.

      And she would finally get her title.
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      Cornell Space, UTA System 8

      

      Home . . .

      Carl Sebastian was floating in space. Quite literally.

      In front of him was the dark brilliance of space. Dark—because space was kinda dark in a large part. The percentage that wasn’t inhabited by people or populated with rocks and stars was by far the largest part of space, and that meant an awful lot of it was a deep dark.

      But the part where the forty-something Exalted Pillarman mutant WarDog soldier hung was equally bright. The shine of distant stars dotted through the expanse of night along with constellations and the stranger lights of distant stations, ships, and bases.

      “I really hope mission control made sure we’re not doing this in the middle of some flyway,” Carl muttered to no one but himself from the relative safety of his heavy encounter suit.

      It’s kind of a joke thinking this is in any way safe, Carl thought to himself. He was currently floating in the vast blanket of space with nothing but the thin, amalgamated encounter suit to keep him alive.

      
        
        Exalted Heavy Encounter Suit / Sensors . . .

        User: (Cpl) SEBASTIAN, C

        Atmospherics: (normal)

        Biological Sensors: GOOD

        Oxygen: GOOD (1.5hrs)

        Radionic Sensors: WARNING!

      

      

      “Yeah, super safe.” Carl felt his teeth grate together as the holo commands of his suit rolled before his eyes against the screen of his visor. Technically, there was nothing to worry about even if one of his sensors showed an alarming, steady orange warning.

      Yeah, that’s just telling me that if I was stupid enough to open my suit, I’d get fried by stellar radiation, Carl thought to himself.

      Of course, if he had been stupid enough to open up his suit, then he would also freeze to death, asphyxiate to death, and the pressure differential would try to force all the blood out of his eyeballs too.

      “Yeah, super safe,” he whispered, looking down at the distant globe of the planet that was hanging below him.

      The prime world of Cornell, one of the UTA’s largest, most sophisticated, and most populated planets, was fairly bright even as he hung over its night side. He could look down and see the weblike glimmer of cities and towns stretching across the dark continent like some strange, neon growth.

      Home . . .

      And of course, such thoughts inevitably led, by associative link, to the memory of the alien xenovirus and the strange visions that Carl had experienced out there on the distant frontier planet of Vespers.

      Such a long way . . .

      Cornell wasn’t Carl’s home planet, of course, and so the intense feeling of homesickness and longing that he felt at the mere sight of it wasn’t really his. Perhaps some of it welled up from his own animal subconscious—the realization that being up here was alien and dangerous to him. He didn’t need a suit warning to tell him that, but down there was a place where he could live, breathe, eat, rest . . .

      We’ve been traveling for such a long time.

      But the feelings that bombarded Carl as he looked down couldn’t merely be explained by that. They were also laced with a sort of longing—no—a hunger for the biome that he saw beneath him.

      And he didn’t mean that in a flowery, metaphorical sense either. Carl Sebastian, the mutant gene soldier of the UTA, could feel his mouth water and his teeth ache with the need to bite and chew. It was a very real hunger, only he knew that it wasn’t his own at all.

      Home . . .

      The images of the giant xenoviral “jellyfish” suddenly blossomed into his mind, what he had seen when he had been psychically connected to the outcrop of the virus that called itself the Speaker. It was a glowing pillar of fungal life, one that created around itself a structure of reaching tendrils, and somehow it had housed an outpost of the xeno’s intelligence itself.

      Through it, Carl had seen how the strange mixture of virus, fungus, and creatures spread. They covered a planet with their own constantly growing, metal-coated plant forms, taking over the ground, vegetation, and living creatures alike—before merging them together to eject vast mushroom-like shapes into the lower atmosphere. Each was tailed with long tendrils of the viral body itself, and they floated through the galaxy, borne on stellar winds until they found another rock, another star, another planet.

      The carbon-rich, inhabited ones were the most delicious, Carl knew instinctively. The psychic link between them had told him that much. But any bare rock would do—nothing could stop the spread of the spore. Nothing short of plasma fire and stellar collapse.

      “Corporal! We got you!”

      A voice suddenly broke through Carl’s strange storm of feelings. He recognized it at once: Captain Abrams from somewhere inside the distant UTA Special Operations vehicle, the Pegasus.

      
        
        Exalted Heavy Encounter Suit

        User: (Cpl) SEBASTIAN, C

        Connecting to Pegasus Mainframe . . . CONNECTED

        Mission: Space Retrieval CONFIRMED SUCCESS

      

      

      “You took your time,” Carl groaned as he tried to remember how to use his arms to move himself around. The tiny positional rockets that were usually in place on every heavy encounter suit, even an Exalted Pillarman one, had been dismantled for this training mission. He was left having to rely on muscles and grace alone.

      Luckily, the fact that he was a highly trained soldier as well as a genetically enhanced mutant came in handy for such things, and his body pulled off a perfect slow dive, making the planet Cornell change places from beneath his feet to above his head. He could finally see the glimmer of red lights in the distance, growing brighter.

      “Hey, they turned off all your suit transmitters!” The voice of Specialist Mendiata broke into the channel, sounding annoyed—as was usually her style, Carl had to admit.

      “Yeah, but still,” Carl quipped. “I would think a hotshot Pillarman like you would see me waving or something.”

      “Har-har.” The captain took over the comms once again, returning to a brusque tone.

      “Stranded crew member identified. Going in for retrieval. Message Cornell Training that we’ve completed the maneuver and will rendezvous with them in T-minus 120 minutes.”

      “Just, you know, don’t run me over when you get here,” Carl growled.

      His words were only fake-annoyed, however. Carl was actually relieved to have something to focus on as he watched the Pegasus swoop larger and closer towards him. It took his wandering mind away from the intrusive memories of the xenovirus and the creations coming towards them all, somewhere out there in space.

      All this at the same time as there is a war on too, Carl shook his head inside his suit. He wondered again what they were doing here on Cornell when there was a war against two highly dangerous and sophisticated enemies going on.

      Not that I’m complaining. He watched the Pegasus growing larger and brighter before him, displaying its sleek, geometric sides. The smooth, matte-gray hull had been designed to catch and diffuse as many enemy sensors as possible.

      Right after Carl and the Pillarmen team—the special operations unit of the United Terran armies—had returned from the frontier world of Vespers, they had been sent way behind the front line of the Terran-Palace war. Now they were here in System 8, where they were going through an extensive debrief and retraining.

      What has it been, three weeks now? Four? Carl wondered, idly watching the small movement of faraway transport ships. The transports lifted off and eddied around the planet below, making rapid rocket journeys up to Cornell 1, the largest of the space stations orbiting the planet.

      Danger!

      Immediately, without knowing why, Carl felt a tremor run through his body. It felt as if his entire nervous system had just become electric.

      “Urk!” he gasped, feeling his entire body jolt alive with perceived threat.

      
        
        Exalted Heavy Encounter Suit

        User: (Cpl) SEBASTIAN, C

        Heart Rate: ELEVATED . . .

        Blood Pressure: ELEVATED . . .

        Oxy/CO2: ELEVATED . . .

      

      

      His suit instantly started to issue the warning signs that something was going on with his mutant body. His own suit, although based on the Special Operations Pillarmen suits, was also an Exalted suit. The suit was custom designed for the unit of mutant super soldiers like him in the Terran forces, commonly known as the WarDogs. It registered when his internal and unique designer hormones and chemicals were being released and about to be activated throughout his body.

      And his Exalted suit was also linked in with the rest of his team for safety purposes.

      “Corporal,” Captain Abrams’ voice returned. “I’m picking up an alert on your suit. What’s wrong out there?”

      “Nuh—nothing, sir . . .” Carl tried to say, but his voice was growing thicker, heavier, and his throat didn’t want to talk at all, just snarl and growl.

      Danger! Danger!

      He could feel the rush of strange chemicals rushing through his body, his limbs, his muscles, bringing with them a sense of energy and fire. Something was telling him that he was in danger, a lot of danger, and it wanted to fight back right away.

      “Well, there is clearly something wrong, Sebastian—is it the zero-G? Could that have triggered it?” Abrams voice said, his usual mixture of practical annoyance plus concern. The newly minted captain was one of the largest soldiers that Carl had ever seen. He looked every inch the image of a brutal Special Forces Pillarman—but the WarDog knew that Abrams could also be capable of great loyalty and deep feeling.

      Especially if he thinks I’m going to rage out in my suit and fail the mission for them, Carl thought as he hissed through gritted teeth.

      Which was something that might actually happen, Carl realized as he struggled to contain his rising sense of anger. The emotions had come along so fast that it was impossible to say where they had come from at all. Carl knew that he had been thrust into zero-G environments before many times, and he had been in far, far more threatening situations than this too.

      Danger! Fight! Kill!

      His instincts ran through him like a river as Carl struggled to control them.

      And there was a sudden flash of light as a tiny speck of brilliance surged past his eyeline, heading straight down to the planet below his feet.

      “What?” Carl thought, puzzling over what he was looking at for a moment.

      Until he realized in the next second, as the multi-warhead torpedo that had been hiding in the passing comet slammed into the surface of Cornell, and the explosion blossomed up like a burning flower.
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      The fireball blossomed over the night side of the UTA planet. Within seconds, it had grown larger than could be called a fireball.

      Such words humans had for their levels and techniques of destruction. In fact, there were no words for this vision of destruction that had been brought to the surface of the Terran world.

      “Bomb” was too short and too small. It could not do justice to the terror and the impact—to the rising second sun that dawned over the planet of Cornell. Similarly, “blast” was too small a word for an event that did not stop or pause or spark and fade out.

      No, the light that dawned over Cornell was not brief but was instead an unfolding, ongoing disaster. It started as a stunning and brilliant flash and then an expanding wave of—something—spreading out across the dark earth, and where that mysterious wave struck the spiderweb light of the cities, the lights instantly went out.

      Following that light and that wave, there grew a brilliant orange-and-yellow dome that quickly turned a deeper red the higher and wider that it spread. Soon, the explosion had covered miles of the planet’s surface, obliterating everything within its domain until the red started to fade, leaving behind an orange blur.

      Wildfires and infernos. The effect of the Palacian warhead would continue to be felt for days and weeks to come as the fires seeded by the torpedo raced onward through the craters and rubble and beyond, far past the site the original blast had blotted out.

      The attack had come as a complete surprise, and it hit the Terrans in one of their heart systems, in a carefully calculated attack that had been in planning for a long time. This part of Cornell was a center for the United Terran military and industrial complex—a hub where the UTA made strategic decisions and trained tens of thousands of military personnel.

      The Palacians had just brought the distant frontier war to the heart of the United Terran Alliance.
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      Cornell 1 Space Station

      

      BWAAAARR!

      “Get out of the way! Clear the launches!”

      Carl staggered down the landing ramp of the Pegasus even though it was still unfolding. He saw that Hangar Deck 2 of the Cornell 1 Space Station was already a mess of alarms, flashing lights, and shouting, panicked bodies.

      “STATION ALERT, REPEAT, THIS IS A STATION ALERT—ALL NONMILITARY AND NONSTRATEGIC STAFF ARE TO RETURN TO QUARTERS OR TO TAKE SHELTER. ALL LAUNCHES AND FLIGHTS ARE CANCELLED. ALL NONESSENTIAL PERSONNEL ARE TO VACATE THE MAIN CONCOURSE IMMEDIATELY.”

      Cornell 1 wasn’t just a military station, Carl knew, but was in fact a major transport, loading, and immigrations hub for the planet below. That meant there were a lot of civilians who were working and even living here, and they would undoubtedly have relatives and loved ones on the surface below.

      Carl paused, blinking in shock as he saw the chaos running through the Launch Bay. It was a large, domed space with multiple hangar alcoves and the long arms of bridges leading to the different departure gates, as well as robotic arms overhead and hidden galleries below that belonged to engineers and loading services.

      But right now, all he could see along every bridge was the press of bodies as station residents, visitors, and commuters rushed to try and get off the station.

      “Stars help them.” There was a deep grumble from behind, and the shadow of Captain Abrams loomed over Carl. He looked up briefly to see the large, shaven head of the captain gazing over the sea of desperate refugees.

      “You can’t blame them,” hissed a second voice. Dark haired, small, and wiry, Specialist Mendiata appeared with the quiet and laconic Technical Specialist Tucker following behind.

      “A fracking massive torpedo has just dropped on their home, and they’re currently standing around in a floating tin can in space . . .” Mendiata said. She put her two hands together and then made a blowing apart gesture.

      Carl winced. Demonstrating empathy was not really Mendiata’s strong point, he thought it safe to say.

      “No sirree—you don’t want to be a sitting duck when the attacks begin, right?” the woman kept on saying. Abrams snapped at her.

      “Specialist . . .” His tone was deep and serious. It was clear that he wasn’t in the mood for any small talk on this issue.

      “Pegasus!?” There was a shout from their landing bay, and there was one of the hangar guards dressed in UTA green and blue with a sash of yellow. The guard waved them onwards to the nearest opening door.

      “You’ve got orders to report to Briefing Room 3, Floor G,” the guard said, ushering them forwards. “I can’t say whether your ship will still be here when you get back. We may have to re-deploy or use the hangar for evac vessels.”

      “Where are you going to put her!?” Specialist Tucker, the usually silent one, abruptly said. Since he was the go-to pilot and specialist responsible for most technical operations, he had developed a close relationship with the unique Special Ops craft that they had been using for the last several months.

      “Those are my orders. You know the drill.” The hangar guard shrugged, waving them on with all the nonchalance of a man who knew full well the chain of command and was determined that the buck was certainly not going to stop with him.

      “You heard the man, everyone,” Abrams growled as he led the way up the stairs and through the door. The corridors here were similarly full, but this time, full of military personnel. Soldiers, marines, pilots, and service staff ran this way and that, many of them still struggling to pull on their encounter suits.

      “Is it live? Are we live!?” Carl heard one woman shout down the nearest stairwell to her second, another man with a fuzz of tomato-red hair.

      “No word yet! Just one detonation. No unfriendlies spotted yet,” the man called back. Carl turned to share a quick nod with Abrams at the information.

      “It might have just been one attack,” the large captain growled. The four moved as quickly as possible up the stairwell, dodging through a sea of bodies as soldiers hurried to their stations. For a moment, Carl was suddenly struck by the feeling of claustrophobia and the inevitability of Mendiata’s comment.

      We’re in a tin can, a sitting duck for anything that wants to take a potshot at us.

      It brought with it the rising tremor of chemical agitation to his limbs as his Exalted WarDog physiology tried to overcome the overwhelming danger.

      Cool it, he breathed, pausing briefly to grip onto the stair’s handrail that much tighter.

      “You okay? You got it under control?” Abrams breathed behind him as his heavy hand fell upon Carl’s shoulder for a moment. Carl knew that it could be read as wary, a cautionary move, but he felt only support and strength from his superior officer.

      “I’m good,” Carl breathed. He hurried to take the next few steps and came around the stairwell landing to be offered a view of the planet outside.

      “Dear stars!” he heard Abrams breathe as he saw the same thing as Carl was seeing. The sun—the real sun—was starting to dawn on this side of the planet, but instead of racing curls and wisps of white-or-pink-laced clouds, all that was visible on the near seaboard was a mass of thick, dark black.

      “Smoke,” Tucker grunted, reaching them as other military personnel jostled and pushed to get past. The technical specialist pointed to where it was starting to break up, and the dark black turn to ash and dirty-yellow gray as it spread and flowed inland.

      “That’s got to be fallout,” Tucker said. “Clouds laced with heavy metals, dust particles, toxic gases . . .”

      “But what if it wasn’t radioactive?” Carl asked quickly. No one had mentioned thermonuclear weapons yet, but he could not imagine what else they could have used.

      “It’s still bad.” Tucker shook his head as he broke away, heading up the stairs. “Just think of all the gas terminals, sewage works, power stations, chemical works—everything that got blown up is floating along with that cloud, and that is going to cause a headache for years.”

      “Let’s concentrate on right now, huh?” Abrams growled as they reached their floor. They approached a station guard at the door who was quickly scanning ID tags and suits as soldiers walked in.

      “End of the hall, right,” the guard breathed as his handheld blipped first Tucker and Abrams inside and then waved in front of Carl, for . . .

      BWARP!

      The scanner made a new sound, one which apparently the man didn’t like. He looked at it, shook it again, and re-scanned in front of Carl’s chest. This time, it made a more pleasing sound.

      “Ha, stupid thing must be on the blink.” The station guard stood aside to let Carl through as he shook his head.

      “For a moment, the thing didn’t even register you as human!” the station guard said nervously. Carl flinched, feeling the course and race of hidden anger flow through him.

      BWAAAR!

      “ALL STATION PERSONNEL REPORT TO THEIR POSTS. ALL MILITARY PERSONNEL TO SUIT UP AND CHECK UPDATED ORDERS . . .”

      The station announcements and alarms continued overhead. Carl, Abrams, and the rest of the team found themselves squeezing into a small room with a load of other military personnel with a wide variety of different insignia and badges.

      At one end of the room, there was a screen. It remained stubbornly blank, but there was a collection of people hurriedly attempting to get it working.

      “Officers, soldiers, and marines!” one of the figures at the end of the room said, cursing under his breath as he turned instead to face the small, assembled crowd. Carl dimly remembered the man’s face but struggled with the name. Max something or other? A commander for the Cornell-1 Station? He struggled to remember.

      “You have been chosen for your forward scout, recon, and shock offensive capabilities,” the man said. He was young for his role, Carl thought—he barely looked old enough to be in his midforties, with short chestnut hair and bright, clear blue eyes over a broad-chested, athletic build.

      Classic Terran Academy, Carl thought dourly to himself. The officers in the safer home systems of the UTA had a much cleaner look than those that served out here, near the frontier worlds.

      “Approximately two hours ago, Cornell was attacked by a Palacian missile . . .” the commander announced. As he did so, there was a flicker of life from the screen behind him, and it displayed a fast-action replay of the same bright light that Carl had seen pass his vision while on the training mission.

      It hit Cornell once again, and everyone gasped and flinched.

      “Ah, wait . . .” The commander hurriedly flared his hands through the air once more. The video images paused and rewound back to the point where the missile was first spotted, and this time, the image was paused and magnified several times over.

      The picture that leapt up to them in the view of the screen was that of a large, missile-shaped rocket with a series of pointed cylinders at its head and a large collection of rocketry engines at the back.

      “We believe this is a new type of weapon, and . . .” the commander magnified the image with a flare of his hand once more, revealing one side of the rocket and the blurred, fuzzed image of a crown over crossed swords.

      The insignia of Palace.

      “Hsssss!”

      A strong murmur of hatred and rage passed through the cloud, and the emotion was so palpable that Carl found his limbs shaking and his face twisting into a rictus snarl of rage.

      No! He forced his head aside, looking away, thankful that he was still wearing his Exalted Encounter Suit, at least.

      “Our best guess is that they have found a way to deliver a stealth missile at long range, but right now, we don’t know.” The commander shook his head as if it wasn’t important.

      “Word has been sent across UTA, of course, and we have supply ships already departing Systems 6 and 7 . . . However . . .”

      At this, the commander gave a deep sigh and turned back to the others. Instantly, the room stilled as everyone sensed that the worse news was yet to come.

      “We have lost contact with Cornell Senior Planetary Command, who, as you know, sit on the board of the senior UTA military. Such a loss would be devastating. We are sending you down to the surface immediately to the blast site itself on a rescue and recover mission.”

      There was a moment of silence. Carl knew just what each of the thirty or so men and women in that room were thinking.

      Why us? We’re the most agile fighters you have! Send us against the Palacians instead!

      “This could be a highly dangerous mission as you will be the first responders to the site,” the commander announced.

      “We have no way of knowing if the Senior Planetary Command are alive. We don’t know what state the buildings, surroundings, or any other infrastructure might be in, understood? Given the scale of the attack, the civilian emergency services are already stretched to their limit, and that is why we are sending you, understood?”

      Carl and the rest of the soldiers in the room saluted, shouting their affirmation as they did so. The station commander held their gaze for a moment longer before nodding. He said quietly, “Put aside your grief but keep your anger sharp—if this is a turning tide in the war, then I promise you that the United Terran Alliance will be the ones crashing down on the Palacians!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Supreme Complex, Cornell Eastern Seaboard

      

      “Coming in tight . . .”

      The words of Technical Specialist Tucker were exact and tense as the Pegasus swept down through the upper atmosphere towards the dome of the planet. The world below them opened to light, the blankets of glittering, blue seas washing up against the long curve of Cornell’s eastern seaboard, but the landmass itself was still a mess of gray-and-muddy-brown clouds.

      Behind the Pegasus, the darks of space were scattered with the collection of more UTA craft, both small and large, descending towards the surface, their lights shining bright like fireflies as they fell towards the planet.

      
        
        Warning!

      

      

      The ship’s automated voice blipped an emotionless note of alarm when the UTA Special Ops craft suddenly trembled, and a wave of burning blues and pinks washed over their hull and forward view ports as they hit the mesosphere.

      Carl gritted his teeth as his seat jostled, but his body knew exactly what to do. He forced himself to breathe out deeply, relaxing his muscles against the chair harness as he allowed his eyes to close. Relaxation was key to re-entry, he knew, having done this more times than he could count. He remembered most of the planets still.

      Osephus 3 . . .

      Plutarcs 19 . . .

      Junction . . .

      Aurelius B . . .

      The Three World Offensive . . .

      For a second, as the craft around them shook, Carl was transported back to those other times when he had similarly been shaken and thrown out of the skies to land on planets both familiar and entirely alien.

      He failed to remember them distinctly. The First Alliance-Palacian War had been long and interminable, years’ worth of assaults and transport journeys where he and his fellow WarDogs would be shipped by the super-fast Enhanced Feynman drives to scream across a planet’s atmosphere. They would usually make a HALO jump—high altitude, low opening—to start firing their heavy marine rifles even before their metal boots had hit the ground.

      That was because his old unit, the genetically modified WarDogs, had been shock troops, line breakers, and flag takers, dropped from their attack crafts over besieged frontier worlds. Wherever they had landed, they were surrounded, and the situation was frenzied.

      “Carl!”

      His eyes quickly flipped open as he saw that his superior officer, Captain Abrams, was staring at him strangely with bright eyes.

      Was it that obvious? Carl thought, looking down to realize that his hands were caught in a fierce clutch of the X-webbing harness that held him. His mouth had been in a half-open rictus snarl. Just the mere memory of those times was almost enough to trigger the same release and rise of emotions once again.

      “Through Fire and Fury . . .” he could practically hear the chant of the WarDogs in his ears as if it had never gone away but still echoed in his blood.

      But he wasn’t sitting here with Jadakar and Fodova and the others, was he? He shook his head.

      “I’m good,” he said, painfully aware that he had reassured the captain of this earlier—and not so long ago.

      “If there is a problem…” Abrams said, completely nonplussed as the Pegasus trembled and shook around him. “It just—it seems to be happening more and more.” The big man was trying his best to keep his voice soft, but it was hard to maintain confidentiality in such a small hold in a ship designed for a crew of ten or so. Carl could see Mendiata beside the captain raise her eyebrow but carefully pay close attention to her suit instead.

      “It is,” Carl said truthfully. He suddenly felt too old to try and lie about it or to promise something that he couldn’t deliver.

      The attacks are getting stronger, Carl thought as he held his captain’s gaze steadily. There was no doubt about it, but what the captain didn’t know was that the attacks weren’t getting stronger since he had his physiology upgraded to that of the Exalted—the “WarDog 2.0” according to the UTA Special Ops commanders. No, the attacks of rage and chemical release had been getting stronger and more frequent since he had been linked to the xenovirus itself back on Vespers.

      There is something about my genetic enhancements and the xenovirus that are linked. The perfect match, Carl knew. He thought about his counterparts, the genetically enhanced Palacian Fomorian Brigade, who had once been normal Palacian humans. They had been purposely infected by the xenovirus itself.

      It’s like the virus is trying to talk to me, Carl thought, then hastily knew that he was wrong. No, not talk to me, he felt a shiver of disgust run through him, but talk through me.

      “Well…” Abrams looked about to say something, but the Pegasus gave one last violent heave. Suddenly, the turbulence vanished, and they were settling into a steady, screaming flight.

      “Link up the suits,” Abrams said instead a little sharply as he sat back in his chair, reaching up to accept the Pillarman Heavy Tactical helmet visor as it was lowered automatically on its handles towards his waiting hands.

      “We’re in the clear, landing in T-minus five,” Specialist Tucker announced. Carl took the opportunity to reach up, triggering the release procedure for his own suit helmet.

      To be honest, he was grateful for the distraction as he accepted the sculpted dome, guiding it to settle on the mantle of metal and rubber around his neck, and hearing the click as it pressurized.

      
        
        Exalted Heavy Encounter Suit / Sensors . . .

        Initializing . . . CONNECTED

        Suit ID: (Cpl) SEBASTIAN, C

        Suit Control Systems: . . . GOOD

        Biological: . . . GOOD

        Atmospherics: . . . GOOD

      

      

      His own suit was modelled on the matte, midnight grays and blacks of the Pillarmen Special Operations suit, Carl knew. But his suit had certain custom-built features geared to the UTA gene soldiers, the WarDogs 2.0—the Exalted.

      In front of his eyes, he saw the gleam of flickering green, blue, and orange neon as the holocontrols of his HUD—heads-up display—came online, throwing tiny holo words and updates on the internal face of his helmet visor screen.

      The suit itself was multilayered with external sheaths of metal and composite alloys interspersed with rubbers and a fine matrix of pressure valves, hydration, shock absorbers, and of course, the electrical conduits.

      On the outside, it added almost half a foot in all directions to Carl’s form and had the ability to expand larger when attacked. Shoulderplates and backplates could rise up to deflect blows and provide extra shock absorption.

      Looking across, he saw the seated forms of Abrams and Mendiata, now transformed into hulking machine warriors, forces of destruction that appeared more like metal trolls out of some fantasy game than soldiers in uniform.

      And the Exalted suit was even more alarming, Carl knew but couldn’t see. It had built-in blades that could be released from the forearms and a snarling caricature on its helmet visor. This was intended to inspire terror in enemies and to match the frenzied, chemical-fueled attacks that the WarDogs were infamous for.

      
        
        Weapons System initializing . . .

      

      

      Carl saw a green vector light flash across his sight, splitting and zeroing in on the weapons that were available to him:

      
        
        Heavy rifle (Single/Burst/Launcher):

        Auto synced (targeting and ammunitions) . . .

      

      

      As soon as it registered, the large rifle extended on its rack from overhead, allowing Carl to grab it and immediately check its safety and ammo, as was second nature to him.

      
        
        Side Arm (Pillarman Service Pistol):

        Ammo: 36 (12/12/12) . . .

      

        

      
        Combat Claws (Exalted issue):

        Extendable carbon-alloy blades (x2) . . .

      

        

      
        Service Dagger (Pillarmen Issue):

      

      

      And then, of course, there was the host of defensive and built-in capabilities that his suit had due to its Exalted, Pillarman, or general Heavy Tactical design. There were smoke grenades, floodlights, automatic boot pitons, and assisted hydraulics through every joint and going up his back to increase his physical strength and stamina.

      His screen blipped once more as the suit’s built-in server calibrated and connected with the UTA Pegasus itself.

      
        
        UTA Pegasus Mainframe

        Syncing . . . CONNECTED

        Suit ID: (Capt) ABRAMS, (Sp.T) TUCKER, (Sp.D) MENDIATA, (Cpl) SEBASTIAN . . . REGISTERED

        Mission: Cornell Search and Rescue

        (1). Contact with Supreme Planetary Command Site, Cornell.

        (2). Identify and target Supreme Planetary Command Group.

        (3). Evacuate.

      

      

      “Alright, everyone got their orders?” Abrams asked as Carl started to feel the sudden lurch in the pit of his stomach that indicated they were descending fast. It was accompanied with a bit of turbulence, but now that his suit was activated, it carefully and minutely absorbed the tremors and shocks around him so that Carl could barely feel anything at all.

      “All suits, landing in ten . . . nine . . . eight . . .” the words of Technical Specialist Tucker sounded in Carl’s ears over the suit’s internal comms system. Carl could see the nearest port window flare with fire and smoke.

      “We’re heading straight for the Supreme Center,” Abrams announced as the Pegasus settled with a jolt, shaking for a moment before it lurched to one side.

      “Sheesh!” Mendiata snarled, reaching up for the overhead grab straps as the Pegasus slid for a second. There was a whining, shrieking sound of protesting metal, and then it stilled.

      “Sorry about that, people,” Tucker’s voice returned with a touch of wry humor to it. “Perhaps the safe place for landing in the middle of a bomb site wasn’t quite so safe after all.”

      “If you have to get airborne again, then do it,” Abrams said tersely. He hit the release clip of the webbing harness, stood up, and led the way as he pulled the door release.

      “Pillarmen on me!” Abrams called as the door started to open, releasing a fierce gust of dust-laden wind and smoke into the UTA craft.

      “Needless to say, highly hazardous out there! Think before every move,” he called as he was the first to step into the square of murky brilliance.

      Carl flickered a glance at Mendiata, but she was waiting for him to go first. For a second, he was touched by paranoia—was she worried about him, keeping an eye on him like Abrams was?

      He shook the momentary concerns off and instead followed Abrams—to see that he was now standing on the edge of a ruined skyscraper.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Steady by the edge!” Abrams was snapping, and Carl half jumped, half stepped off the ramp. He saw that the Pegasus had landed on the tallest building that still stood in the ruins of the Cornell city. The UTA craft had landed on what would have been its concrete roof—but the roof surface was cracked, leading to a ragged hole in the side of the seven-or-eight-story building. The Exalted WarDog could clearly see where metal clamps had dug and scraped into the concrete in long, aching gouges before it had stalled near the edge.

      “Way to go on the landing, Tuck,” Mendiata whistled as she stepped down from the ramp to join the captain and Carl by the edge of the building.

      “Where is it—the Supreme Center?” Carl heard her ask and could only echo her statement. What lay before them could only be described as an urban wasteland.

      Ahead of them were fields of broken masonry, rock, and buildings almost as far as the eye could see. Carl’s enhanced vision, both suit-magnified and genetically augmented—could pick out the ruins of broken bridges with smaller sections still standing on huge pylons. Broken-open buildings had spilled across parks and precincts, and everywhere, there were thin pillars of smoke rising from the fires that still burned.

      “Dear stars,” Carl breathed, hearing an answering agreement from his fellow soldiers beside him.

      It looked as though nothing could possibly survive out there. He could pick out the remains of roads—little more than broken lines through the destruction, but they were littered with debris and tumbled, ruined vehicles. Lifting his eyes further, the skies deepened into the thick mists of smokes and steams, although to their right, it was clearer. He could make out the soft fleck of waters where the coast should have stood.

      “The Supreme Center?” Abrams sighed. “You’re looking at it.”

      The captain made a flicking gesture with his heavy gloved hands, and Carl’s holo picked up a flash as the map data was thrown to his suit by the larger man.

      
        
        Accepting Data Packet . . .

        Sender: (Cpt) ABRAMS (auto-accept) . . .

        Received: Supreme Planetary Command Center (SPCC) Region Map . . .

      

      

      Instantly, Carl’s vision was overlaid with a vector map of sharp, neon-green digital images, buildings minimally illustrated in green lines and simplified oblongs and rectangles. As he turned his head and focused on each one, their names appeared hovering next to them.

      
        
        Barracks 1-3 (Home Forces) . . .

        Navigation Tower . . .

        Regent’s Conference Building . . .

        Silver Air Base . . .

        Command Building (Prime) . . .

        Planetary Senate Building . . .

      

      

      “Well, they weren’t messing around, were they?” he muttered under his breath. He was keenly aware of the difference between what the overlay map depicted and what was actually there.

      Green towers, domes, and squares rose in loose or tight formations, neatly placed inside their own boundaries, while the actual view showed tides of broken brick with the odd half wall or leaning iron supports still standing.

      “But . . . there’s nothing . . .” he heard Mendiata gasp, her usually casual tone shaken into empathy at the sheer magnitude of what was before them. “There’s nothing left.”

      “We don’t know that,” Abrams insisted, already stepping forward to the edge of their building and peering down to what lay below.

      “All parts of the SPCC had secure bunkers in place. There is a strong chance that the Cornell Military Senate are still alive down there.”

      “Then why didn’t they contact us?” Carl asked the obvious. Secure bunkers had secure comms, didn’t they?

      “Two reasons,” the voice of Specialist Tucker broke into their suits over their shared comms.

      “First, the explosion destroyed most of the above-ground infrastructure. That includes transmitters, dishes, and connectors,” the technical specialist pointed out. “And secondly, that blast must have acted as an EMP. Any sufficiently large explosion will do the same, sending a cascade of particles ahead of its shock wave that will short-circuit most transmitter equipment, satellites, electronics, you name it.”

      “So, there’s no way of knowing if they are alive?” Carl asked. “How about where they are?”

      
        
        Initiating Suit Scans / Connecting to Pegasus Mainframe . . .

        Biological . . .

        EF . . .

        All results NEGATIVE.

      

      

      Carl and the others’ suits were patched into the Pegasus itself, allowing them to use the Pegasus’ much stronger scanners to augment their own—but none of them were coming back with anything.

      “Well, this is going to be like looking for a needle in a haystack!” Mendiata growled. Abrams testily kicked a piece of rubble over the edge, also annoyed.

      “The nearest building for us is the Prime Command Building,” Abrams said, pointing to what had been a large selection of arching buildings, now disappeared before them. “That’s the military command for Cornell with the Senate building holding everyone: the planetary commanders, civil commanders, political leaders, etcetera. We’ll make for there and—”

      “Wait, I’m getting a flag from the EAC system. Sending details your way,” Tucker announced over their suit comms. A cluster of orange dots appear before them, shown on their visors, with one roughly halfway between their position and the Prime Command.

      “EAC? What’s that?” Mendiata was the first to ask.

      “Emergency Analog Communication System,” the unseen specialist explained.

      “It’s hardwired. Underground, there are actual cables leading to terminals, all sited in underground bunkers. It doesn’t work for off-planet comms, but the idea is that if a planet is ever occupied, the resisters can plug into this network and send messages to other hidden cells without having to broadcast.”

      “So, like an underground phone system?” Carl said, wondering just how archaic that sounded.

      “Precisely. The nearest EAC bunker is about a hundred feet down and forward from your position. If you can access it, you can see who else is on the network.”

      “Bingo. We can get a list of all the current survivors at once,” Mendiata said, sounding pleased.

      “Well, all the survivors who have access to the EAC,” Tucker, always the most particular one of them, pointed out. “But the Supreme Planetary Command should definitely have access. There are multiple access points plumbed straight into every bunker.”

      “That sounds like a plan then, people,” Abrams announced. He turned back to the edge of the building, his suit looking down before he looked back up towards them.

      “And we’re going to take the quick way down too.”
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      “Are you absolutely sure that this is a good idea?” Carl whispered as he saw Abrams ready himself at the edge of the building—but Mendiata didn’t suffer from nerves. She only laughed and then jumped.

      It was hard for Carl to not feel the trigger-kick of worry at that—and the accompanying flash of his modified emotions as he tensed—but he heard the whoop and then the distant thud, far off.

      “You still alive?” he called down, peering over the edge to see a struggling Specialist Mendiata stagger to her feet before holding up one metal fist and giving him a big thumbs-up.

      “Come on down, the weather’s radioactive!” she shouted, earning a hiss of annoyance from Abrams, who nevertheless nodded at Carl to go next anyway.

      Wonderful, Carl thought, stepping up to the edge of the wall and wondering why he suddenly felt so hesitant.

      It’s because you’ve done this before. So many times before . . .

      
        
        Without thinking, his own voice answered him, and he was struck with a memory of Jadakar and Fodova, similarly looking down the edge of a tall building. But that one was intact with a busy street below, filled with transport drones and the hurry of Palacian soldiers.

        “So, you gonna stay up here all day and eat sandwiches or what?” Fodova laughed at him, her voice confined to the insides of their camo-flecked WarDog encounter suits. Corporal Fodova had been just as resourceful and as fierce as Mendiata was, Carl suddenly realized. Two branches off the same tree—

        “Yeah, move that ass, Dogs, these Palacians aren’t going to just hand themselves in without a little . . . encouragement, right?”

        A new voice broke into Carl’s helmet—and in his memory, he was turning to see that it was larger than Jadakar, not an exact match for the present-day Abrams by any stretch of the imagination. Abrams was, well, huge—and Jadakar had always had a warmer, much rougher and readier sense of humor. Whereas, in the present time, Carl still had not discovered if Captain Abrams actually had a sense of humor at all.

        “Sure thing, boss,” Carl heard himself say. He turned to survey the drop below and felt the same feeling once again: how was he supposed to survive this!?

        “Just you wait,” Fodova said at his side as if reading his thoughts. “You’ve seen a little of what we can do now. Just wait until you get a load of this!”

        And with that, his friend had jumped off the building’s edge, eager to be the first to break the Palacian position—their entire base—and open the gates for the Terran forces to come streaming in.

        Frack! Go! Carl had reacted instinctively, not wanting Fodova to be the only one down there and surrounded. Despite every bodily instinct inside of him begging him not to do it, in those days, he had been filled with the wide exuberance of a new body, a new chemistry: a WarDog.

        That and the fact that he felt a fanatical loyalty to his fellow Dogs.

        He leapt over the edge of the building and felt the sudden snarl and kick of emotions as his body, panicked and terrified, was forced to release the hidden alien chemicals, flooding his system with strength and power—and fury.

        Carl didn’t remember what happened when he got to the bottom, only that he had rolled, hit the floor, and bounced—and that he was already slavering and hollering when he plunged his blade into the first unsuspecting Palacian guard.

      

      

      “Corporal—Corporal!”

      Carl heard shouting as his limbs burst with feelings of electricity and fire, and his lips rolled back into a fierce rictus grin.

      Back on the planet of Cornell, he had jumped from the edge of the roof, and the open floors of the building had flared past him in a dizzying moment. Wind buffeted his suit for a second, and he saw the rubble come screaming up towards him.

      “Corporal! THRUSTERS!”

      Someone was screaming at him. For a moment, he couldn’t remember who that voice was—Mendiata or Fodova—or why it mattered.

      I am a WarDog! My body is invincible!

      He felt the surge of pride and a rising, victorious fury.

      But Carl was also a Pillarman and an Exalted—his biochemistry was no longer the brute and brutal overpowering of emotions and chemicals that it had once been, without checks. Certain neurochemicals had been augmented to release at the same time as others, and the angered rush was neither so strong nor as wild as it had once been.

      Suit thrusters—frack!

      Carl engaged the controls just as the ground surged up towards him. The small rocketry systems in place along his belt, feet, and wrists instantly fired powerful busts as he reacted the way his training had taught him—stretching out his arms wide and straightening his legs.

      
        
        Heavy Tactical Suit (Pillarmen/Exalted) . . .

        Deploying Flight Suit . . .

      

      

      The plates between his shoulders and his upper forearms stretched into place, forming a mesh of interconnecting plates that were surprisingly moveable and agile.

      “Hyurk!”

      He felt the sudden kick of the wind as the wing-suit caught the air, and he turned his palms down and then towards his feet as he jackknifed his body.

      “Whooo!”

      And then he was screaming forward over the rubble, flaring to one side just before he hit Corporal Mendiata, raising his legs as he snapped off the propulsion system, and . . .

      
        
        Suit impact!

        Outer Plate (legs) . . . GOOD

      

      

      He hit the rubble and rolled, feeling the hard knock of the cracked stone and metal debris but laughing because he couldn’t feel any pain from the impact at all. His body felt alive with energy and purpose, flooded with chemicals that made him feel invincible and unstoppable.

      “Carl! What the hell was that!?” Abrams shouted a moment after there was a whoosh and a heavy thump as he landed. He, like Mendiata, had performed a much safer and controlled landing. They had both flared their arms and fired their rockets much sooner so that they could almost bunny hop through the air to the ground below—not take the daredevil sweep that Sebastian had.

      “It was . . .” Carl was struggling to get the words out as he got to his feet, his mind still full of images of Jadakar and Fodova.

      Home . . .

      For a moment, he didn’t even know himself what it was. He shook his head once more and found that Abrams was standing before him. Mendiata was at his side, looking concerned behind her helmet visor, but apparently in midargument with their captain.

      “. . . a bit of style, that’s all! You know I would have done the same if I had known how,” the demolitions specialist was saying. The larger captain shook his head angrily.

      “Look at him! He’s barely here! He hasn’t been the same since Vespers.”

      Home . . . He remembered. Carl’s fist smashed into Abrams’ helmet . . . and then his body spun as he swept a leg to kick out the captain’s own leg . . .

      “He went through the psych evaluation just like the rest of us,” Mendiata was arguing.

      I attacked Abrams and Mendiata up there on Vespers, Carl suddenly remembered. The Speaker—the sentient part of the xenovirus had possessed me.

      “You know what I’m talking about, Mendiata—you saw his face! He was gone!” Abrams was snarling. Carl reeled from his own memories, and this time, the much more recent ones—not those from the first time that he had become a newly transfigured WarDog.

      No wonder he is keeping an eye on me, and no wonder he doesn’t trust me . . . Carl thought as he remembered flashes of that time. He had been convinced that he had to defeat his friends—defeat everyone, in fact—for their own good. They would be “fed” to the Speaker so that they would join the connected network of the xenovirus and further spread its intelligence across the galaxy.

      Hungry . . .

      He felt, even now, an echo of that same feeling, a sort of longing and very physical hunger all rolled into one. The feeling was so strong that Carl’s unique emotions suddenly vanished into a pit of disgust and horror.

      How could he be feeling that without any of the xenovirus nearby? Without the spores actually in existence here, on Cornell Prime?

      Despite himself, he found his eyes scanning the surroundings, but there were no telltale black, iridescent, and silver scale florets anywhere to be seen. There was no green-yellow haze that the more advanced, sophisticated structures of the virus created.

      
        
        Biology Scan . . . Active. No threats.

      

      

      Even his suit confirmed it. Nothing.

      “It’s me, Captain,” Carl said, his voice thick and low as Abrams turned back around to glare at him. Even through his suit visor, Carl could see the wariness and mistrust in his eyes.

      “Are you sure?” Abrams snapped for the words to fall heavily between the three of them like a collective slap across their faces.

      There was a moment of silence with Mendiata clearly not sure what she could say and with Carl feeling the same. For his part, Abrams looked awkwardly at the rubble on the ground for a moment before shaking his head in confusion.

      “Come on. The EAC system should be just down there,” he said, pointing ahead to where the mound of rubble and stones sloped to what might have once been a road or a park. The orange dot of the hidden EAC system was clearly visible.

      “I’ve accessed the old city maps,” Abrams said brusquely, brushing aside everything that had been said before. “Down there is an old subway system, and there should be a way to get to the EAC through it.”

      Okey dokey, Carl thought as he watched Abrams turn. Mendiata shared a wary look at him before she followed.

      He would be lying if he didn’t admit a part of him felt anger towards them.
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      UTA System 8 Periphery

      

      The United Terran Alliance System 8 was, compared to many of the inner systems, quite a large system. It contained thirteen attendant worlds, but a quirk of stellar geography meant that only one of them, Cornell, was habitable—and the majority of the others were of little importance.

      Once the Terran Alliance, growing from Old Earth as it had, managed to seed the stars with colonies and get good at it—or good enough to build a galactic republic, anyway—there came a period when resources, despite being spread over tens of thousands of years, became too plentiful.

      In a galaxy as vast as theirs was, there were instances of entire worlds and asteroids made entirely of the rare metals that they needed. Bronze, copper, rare-earth elements, and more—even water—could be found with relative ease when the Terrans had their Enhanced Feynman drives and their automated mining cruisers.

      This meant that, in the history of System 8, the Terran Alliance was replete with easy minerals by the time that the other twelve worlds of the system were discovered and charted.

      Which meant that these other worlds were mostly ignored—except for deep space navigation arrays and beacons.

      Added to this general greed was the fact that System 8 was one of the nearest and safest of the inner systems that the Terrans had colonized, and so the frontline of the frontier worlds was to them a far and distant fairy tale.

      Which led to the fact that when there was a sudden flash of quantum energy, of burning blue-and-pink plasma in the outer reaches of System 8, it was registered—but there wasn’t even an active reaction fleet ready to be sent to investigate.

      Past Planet 12 of Cornell’s system, the deeps of space were scattered with the small firecracker of plasma that would have been beautiful to anyone who didn’t understand their importance.

      It was the plasma burn of a small collection of ships—three in formation—suddenly slowing, decelerating from their Enhanced Feynman drives over the course of a few light years, and in cosmic terms, at least, slamming to a halt as they crossed into System 8.

      Deep space radars and sonar systems pinged and alerted, fired towards the new craft arriving in Terran space. Automated radar systems attached to worlds and floating rocks woke up from their long slumber, and their lights started to shine and blink from their frozen antennas as aging subroutines tried to ask the eternal question:

      Who are you!? Friend or foe?

      And, unfortunately for System 8, the answer was definitely foe, irredeemably foe.

      The plasma burn had no sooner faded from the skies when the crafts were already cycling their Enhanced Feynman Drives again. This time, they set them to almost as fast but carefully calibrated so that they wouldn’t overshoot. If they were lucky, then in the chaos of the many communications and signals being fired through the systems right now, the panic would cover their arrival.

      Their invasion.

      But something else was also happening to the three craft before they fired their engines and drives for the final attack run.

      Seen from up close, each one looked like a hooked, vaguely cylindrical wedge of blue-and-black metals with a flash of brilliant gold down one side.

      They were rolling to their sides as if drunk. There were tiny gusts of steam and clamps as smaller ports and launch bays were opened to the stellar night.

      And with the miniature flash of tiny fireflies, there was the burn of smaller ships bursting from the wombs of their Palacian mother ships. Each of the three had a small cloud, perhaps seven, perhaps ten smaller craft slightly bigger than a fighter craft but smaller than a dropship.

      The Palacians had arrived and had disgorged three attack squads to System 8 far behind the front lines. It would be a lightning raid, of course, one that relied on speed and terrible destruction before they had to return to their mother ships and take to the spaces between the stars.

      But each attack craft held the Fomorian Brigade—the Palacian genetically enhanced soldiers meant as a foil to the WarDogs. Each brigade member was a mixture of Palacian human, cyborg, and xenovirus. They were barely controlled—or not controlled at all.

      As the automated satellites and alarm stations shouted and wailed their warnings to any who would hear, it was already too late for Cornell Prime. The Palacian attack fleet shot towards its prey, hungry for blood . . .
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      “Up ahead! I see it,” Mendiata called as the trio scrabbled down the last array of bricks to where there was still a corner of a street plaza, at least, beside the huge mounds of broken and destroyed buildings.

      Abrams was the next to jump to the asphalt surface, Carl awkwardly scrabbling after him and setting a scree of paving stones and bits of pipework before him. He could see the half-destroyed signs of some sort of taco restaurant across from them and marveled at what this place had once been.

      “Eyes forward,” Abrams snapped. Carl realized that they were all standing at the brickwork mouth of a tunnel whose clever arch masonry had apparently kept it from collapsing. It was built into the side of what must have once been a building but was now just a mound of rubble.

      There were a few sparks from inside, and Carl’s suit microphones could pick up the hiss and spray of water since pipes had clearly burst.

      “We’re not expecting unfriendlies, but it could just as easily be dangerous down there,” Abrams said. He hit his suit controls for the LED floodlights to flare on, illuminating the dark ahead of them.

      “Aye, Captain,” Mendiata shot back, but she held her rifle in her hands all the same, even if it was pointing downwards.

      
        
        Suit Sensors initializing . . .

        Sonar/Radar: Active Ping . . .

      

      

      They stepped into the dark, and Carl allowed his suit to send out a brief ping, causing the tunnel to illuminate briefly on his visor. A green racing light picked out the semicircular roof ahead of them and the stairs that went downwards past waist-high turnstiles.

      “Westbound,” Abrams said as he strode ahead, vaulting the turnstiles that all displayed ERROR messages. He took the steps two at a time.

      Their lights reached ahead of them as they jogged down the stairs to where the main body of the subway station was buried. Carl saw abandoned kiosks and pay machines along the walls and scattered and broken mosaic tiles everywhere he looked. It was hard not to feel uneasy amidst this ghost town, Carl figured.

      “Just don’t look up,” Mendiata breathed at him as she passed him, heading for the furthest of the exits for westbound.

      Carl did make the mistake of looking up—and saw how the ceiling was fractured and sagging with sections of it broken downwards and held in place by whatever collection of wires and pipes kept a place like this working.

      “It looks about ready to come down if we so much as sneeze!” Carl whispered.

      “Yeah, so don’t sneeze,” Abrams said, already standing at the platform entrance and waving them onwards.

      KZZZSCK-T!

      “What was that!?” Mendiata burst out, halting on the threshold at a sudden snarl of static across their suits. It was so strong that Carl had to hit the audio controls on the ears of his suit to try and turn them down.

      “A hell of a lot of static,” Abrams was grumbling. Carl saw him rapidly tapping the side of his helmet, trying to get something to work.

      “Might be interference. We are underground,” the captain was pointing out.

      
        
        SUIT WARNING . . .

        Connection to Pegasus Mainframe lost . . .

        Connection to external UTA network lost . . .

        Suit-to-suit network still operational . . .

      

      

      “We’re still connected to each other,” Carl pointed out, “so it makes sense that it is interference but . . .”

      “But that was a mighty loud patch of interference that we just got hit with.” Abrams nodded. “Sounded stronger than something that just has a few feet of rock in the way.”

      He tapped the side of his helmet a few more times, growling under his breath when it did no good, then nodded up to the stairs once again.

      “Pillarman Alpha Unit to Pegasus, repeat: Tucker, can you read this?” Carl heard Abrams calling on all frequencies as the trio hastily made their way back across the large subway hall towards the stairs.

      
        
        Suit proximity warning! . . .

      

      

      There was a sudden blare of alarm across their suits as, even underground, their local sensors picked up something.

      But Carl and the others didn’t have a heartbeat’s time to register even what that something was as there was a sudden booming sound and a shake that lifted them from their feet.

      “Ack!” Carl snarled, his instincts kicking in as the world turned upside down, and he saw the flashing strobe light of LEDs as he tumbled—and the ceiling of the subway tumbled too, then black…
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        * * *

      

      “RUN! Carl—run!”

      Carl was looking back at the worst possible moment, unable to understand what was going on, and Fodova was pushing him ahead of her, forcing him forwards down the small, stone-and-sandbag trenches where they had been stationed.

      When is this? A part of Carl couldn’t remember when it was. Where were Abrams and Mendiata? Was this before he was a WarDog—or after?

      “Go, you idiot! GO!” Fodova was shouting. Suddenly, there was a whooshing sound overhead. Small black specks shot over their position.

      Black specks? Carl thought as he looked up. No, they weren’t specks at all, were they?

      They were ships. Palacian attack vessels. And that meant they weren’t just flying overhead for fun. They only swooped that close and that low when . . .

      BOOOM!

      Carl and Fodova’s world turned inside out as the Palacian missiles struck the Terran positions.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Alpha Team . . .”

      “Alpha Team—report!”

      
        
        Initializing Heavy Tactical Suit (Pillarman/Exalted)

        Connecting to servers . . . DISCONNECTED

      

      

      Carl opened his eyes to the certain sensation of pressure laying across his body and a rising red wave of pain.

      No! As soon as it registered, his WarDog chemicals kicked in, flooding his system with pain suppressants and adrenaline, leaving him gasping in the wake of a hot, red feeling. It wasn’t the same as being pain free, but instead, he had a burst of anger that made him want to twitch and shake and shout.

      “Mendiata reporting. All good—apart from having a city dropped on me,” he heard the Demolitions Specialist hissing over her suit comms, interspersed with the crackle and grind of static interference.

      “What happened?” Carl groaned through his teeth, before, “Ah, yeah—reporting. I, too, have a city laying on me.”

      “I have your locations. Moving towards you,” he heard the captain grunt and snarl. There was a dim flash of LED light across Carl’s vision, illuminating what lay on top of him and all around.

      The ceiling of the Cornell Prime subway had fallen in. There were giant plates of concrete woven through with metal piping and wires, jagging across his vision, stretching up into dust-laden gloom. Carl was trapped in what appeared to be a thin crawlway of rock with masses of bricks, smashed tiles, and giant iron girders across his legs.

      “Garrrrh!” Carl let out a snarl as he tried to move his legs—feeling them dislodge the smaller debris before the weight shifted with a crushing groan, and he felt the pressure increasing on his lower body.

      
        
        Adjusting Suit Absorbers: 50% 60% 70% . . .

      

      

      At least his suit was still working. He felt the Exalted Pillarman technology try to expand, flaring its metal plates where possible, liquid and gasses filling the shock-absorbing layers between the inner plates. Carl felt a momentary release as the pressure was lifted a little.

      “Hold on! Mendiata—you’re the closest. I’m working on you first,” Abrams said while Carl tried to wiggle his arms free.

      Almost, come on . . .

      Got it! One of his arms jumped free, and then he was reaching over to grab the other, jamming his hands against the concrete plate and heaving, pushing.

      “Gah!” The next one popped free, allowing Carl to push himself up so that he could look down and seize the girder with both hands and start to push.

      
        
        Pillarman/Exalted suit . . .

        Strength Augmentation . . . ACTIVE

        +20% . . .

        +40% . . .

      

      

      There was a hidden whir of gears and locks as relay systems and servo motors up and down his back and on either side of his spine started to pull together. Aiding and assisting his own natural muscle groups, the force he exerted was beyond that of a normal human, then double . . .

      “Hsss!” Carl felt the flush of his WarDog chemicals run through his system. His bizarre biology kicked in, too, releasing all the chemicals he needed to increase his blood flow, ignore resistance, and . . .

      “Agh!”

      He yelled as the iron bar shifted, sending a cascade of brick and concrete dust all over him as one leg became free. He was close, but he couldn’t keep going—he collapsed back to the floor in a panting heap as he heard Abrams and Mendiata start to call.

      “Hey! Wait! We’re coming.”

      Abrams had already freed Mendiata—who wasn’t as stuck as Carl was, clearly, and a moment later, the WarDog saw the flash of dust-speckled LED light while dark, silhouette shapes hovered and moved nearby.

      Creeeee . . .

      But the debris before him was starting to groan and shake. Small rivulets of grime and dust started to fall on him and to either side, followed by the clatter and shake of rocks and stones.

      “That was structural,” Mendiata groaned in alarm. “We need a clamp—”

      Creeee-aaa . . .

      The plates of wreckage above Carl were starting to shake, suddenly dislodging downwards a few inches before holding once again, and Carl felt the pressure sharply increase on his one trapped leg.

      
        
        Warning! Outer Plate Compromised . . .

      

      

      There were the orange flashes of alarm signals over Carl’s vision as the small vector image of his suit in the lower right-hand area of his vision displayed warning areas of his lower leg plate. They were crumpled and cracked but still holding—barely.

      “Here!” Abrams was suddenly at his side, forcing a piece of metal pipe against the iron girder and kicking it in with the boot of his suit as Carl started to feel pain.

      “No—go!” the captain growled. Carl threw himself forward once again, shoving at the iron bar to feel it immovable—and then his suit servo assists locked into place across and up his back.

      And then the iron bar was moving, starting to shift.

      Creee-aaa . . . !

      “Get him!” Abrams hissed, and two pairs of hands quickly seized his shoulders and heaved.

      “Argh!” Carl shouted. He was pulled free at the same time as there was an almighty, groaning crack.

      CREEEACK!

      The metal pipe that Abrams had put in place exploded as the three Pillarman scrabbled and rolled backwards—before them, there was a deafening boom.

      “On your feet—RUN!” Abrams cried out. Carl felt himself hauled upwards as the blast hit him, throwing him to one side and crashing him against the wall. Another set of gauntlet hands had seized his forearm and was dragging him forwards as they ran, skittering and stumbling down a flight of stairs while the rumbling and crashing thundered behind them like a coastal storm.
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      “Come in, Cornell 1, come in, Cornell Regional Command!” Tucker hissed as he threw the Pegasus into a tight turn through the confused and war-torn skies. Below him lay the expanse of wasteland and rubble, entire city districts flattened and wide pillars of smoke rising through the air like spectral trees.

      
        
        Warning! Enemy detected! . . .

      

      

      “Stars!” Tucker snarled through clenched teeth as one of the pillars of smoke blew apart and exploded, revealing in its path the high scream of a Palacian fighter craft, and it was turning in an upwards attack arc—straight for him.

      
        
        Weapons Tracking Systems detected . . .

      

      

      “Auto-flak,” Tucker said immediately as he threw one of the flight levers down, at the same time, pushing forward with the other.

      In response, the aerofoils and wing flaps of the UTA Pegasus extended at the same time as it gave a roaring curve, throwing out silver foil and shredded particles of foil and wire behind it.

      
        
        Enemy weapons fired . . .

        Detected: Palacian Stinger Missiles x3 . . .

      

      

      The holocontrols of the UTA craft lit up, flickering announcements and commands, lighting up the technical specialist’s face as he wrestled with the controls in the cockpit. The Palacian fighter had fired its regular array of missiles, a set of three, which would be auto locked onto the Pegasus’ own thruster signal.

      But the UTA craft that Tucker was piloting was also a Special Operations craft. It had a number of skills up its sleeve in order to confuse and misdirect an enemy. One was the throwing of physical flak, or clouds of metal filaments and particles that would appear to be a nearer and newer craft right in front of the missiles.

      PHBOOOM!

      It worked—partially—the first two of the Palacian missiles hit the flak cloud and detonated, creating large petals of fire and burning purple-green plasma behind Tucker’s craft.

      
        
        Warning! Weapons lock detected!

      

      

      But one of the missiles was still locked on, somehow not falling for the misdirection as it flew ahead of its exploding brethren, even starting to gain on the Pegasus.

      The enemy had come from nowhere, it appeared. Tucker had lifted from the roof of the building in order to find a better place to land and to perform a dedicated scan of the surrounding ruin for survivors.

      But then, out of nowhere, there had been a hurried warning alert sent from the Cornell 1 Space Station, a garbled message about incoming enemies; and then there had been the sudden burn of entry above Tucker’s position.

      How many? How did they get here so fast!?

      The questions were still bright in Tucker’s mind, but they would do no good, he knew. Instantly, there were plumes of fire and then streaming contrails as at least seven, eight, nine—Palacian fighters screamed towards the surface in an explosive shock of power. Interference and jamming signals were thrown out across all frequencies.

      They had strafed the cityscape first, dropping cluster munitions as their forces split, with roughly half staying in the skies and half making for a landing as fire started to arc up towards them.

      
        
        Warning—proximity lock . . .

      

      

      Tucker gritted his teeth, grabbing the movement levers with both hands. He knew that his special measures had failed. If he didn’t want to be spread across the Cornell sky—and then spread across the Cornell surface—then he would have to rely on good, old-fashioned flying skills.

      Luckily, there was a very good reason why Tucker had made it through the extensive training programs, challenges, and secret camps to get to where he was and become a Pillarman technical specialist.

      Tucker knew that there was a way that you could throw off a locked missile—and that was acceleration and agility. Like every computer, its tracking system relied on internal scanners and sensors. All you had to do was to confuse them.

      Tucker threw the acceleration forwards, allowing the Pegasus engines to burn hot and bright as he sped upwards through the air.

      
        
        Weapons detected!

      

      

      Another of the Palacian ships was trying to fire up at him, his scanners were telling him. But they were firing the barrage fire of gatling guns, not missiles, thankfully.

      The missile behind was accelerating towards him, burning through its own plasma fuel as Tucker allowed the Pegasus engines to burn hotter and faster.

      It was a careful business. Too much plasma injection and he could end up with a chain reaction that would do the missile’s job for it. Too little and he wouldn’t go fast enough to evade it.

      The Pegasus nudged forwards, and the horizon around him started to turn a deeper blue, then purple—and then flames started to stream across his nose as he entered the upper atmosphere.

      
        
        Weapons lock . . .

        . . . proximity lock . . .

        SIGNAL LOST

      

      

      The Pegasus burst through the last bit of atmosphere and into the dark brilliance of Cornell’s near space, and the missile that had been locked on behind suddenly lost its connection thanks to the charged particles of the ionosphere, and fell away from his tail.

      That left Tucker with a vision of what was happening above the gravity well of Cornell and just how much trouble they were in.

      The darks were burning with the flare of enhanced thruster drive and the explosion of missiles. Bright and deadly stars zipped past as Terran and Palacian fighters dog-fought over the planet.

      And space station Cornell 1 had been hit.
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      “What the hell was that up there!?” Mendiata said, gasping as the trio collapsed on the abandoned subway platform. The only light came from the bright wash of their suit LEDs illuminating the tiled floor and walls and the empty tracks and dark mouths of the subway tunnel leading onwards. The subway was held up by large, mosaic-painted pillars, and the only other illumination came from the huddled lurch of vending machines that stood in the corner.

      “The entire city got hit by a megabomb, a city killer,” Abrams grumbled as he looked up and down the platform, taking a moment to drink from his suit’s built-in water filter.

      “This whole place could come crashing down at any moment,” the big man grumbled and let out a sigh before walking to the tracks to look first one way, then the other.

      “The suit warning,” Carl pointed out, remembering what had happened in the moments before the ceiling had come down.

      “My suit gave a proximity warning.”

      “And that was after our comms outage,” Mendiata pointed out, pushing herself to her feet as she looked across at them. “It was almost like a—”

      “Signal jamming,” Carl finished her sentence for her. He knew that she was right. That was exactly what it was like—the moments before a critical hit, the enemy—either the UTA or the Palacians, in fact—transmitted every type of communications blocking technology that they had, jamming as much of the target communications as they could in order to create the maximum chaos possible for the enemy.

      “That was an attack,” Carl insisted. “I don’t know how or who, but it makes sense that the megabomb was a prelude to a full-scale assault.”

      “Dammit!” Abrams snapped. He was busy tapping the side of his helmet, trying to get it to sync.

      “Tucker is still unreachable down here. There’s no way we can know what’s happening topside,” he grumbled. Carl saw him lift his eyes back to the way they had come—but there was no way of going back up there, anyway, since there were several hundred tons of city blocking the way.

      “Stars DAMN it!” Abrams burst out, turning to kick at a piece of rubble for it to shoot across the platform and slam against the far wall before ringing off the tracks below.

      “He’ll be alright.” Mendiata appeared to read the captain’s mind. “He’s Tucker. He knows exactly what he’s doing. Better than the rest of us put together, I’ll bet.”

      “Hmm,” the big man grunted, accepting the appraisal, but Carl knew that wasn’t what anyone wanted to hear at times like this, especially commanding officers whose primary job it was to keep their team safe.

      “He’ll get his job done, we should get ours done,” Carl heard himself say and wondered if he was echoing what other senior officers had said to him many times over during the course of the first Palacian-Terran War.

      He saw Abrams raise his helmet to look at him warily, tiredly.

      “The mission is still ahead of us,” Carl said, pushing himself to a standing start. “Down one of these tunnels is the EAC system, and we can use that to contact whoever is left of the Planetary Command. It’s probably even more important now,” Carl said, moving towards the edge of the platform and looking expectantly across at Abrams.

      Let him take the lead, Carl told himself. Let him know we believe in him.

      “That way.” Abrams nodded for the westwards tunnel. “Should be about three hundred yards. If there are Palacians around, then we have to get to the Planetary Command before they do.”

      “Sir, yes, sir,” Carl said. Mendiata echoed him, and they followed the big captain as he jumped down onto the tracks to lead the way.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Mission Objective (New): (1) Find EAC System . . .

        Calculating Distance: 113 yards . . .

      

      

      “We should be right on top of it,” Carl murmured as they trudged through the abandoned subway system, their suit lights illuminating the curve of tracks ahead and the wet dome of the roof of the tunnel itself. The power was out down here, and it made Carl feel as if they were the only people left on the entire planet.

      “Wait up. Look at that.” Abrams gruff voice broke the silence as the big man suddenly paused, his suit lights picking up something on the ground. It was a comm unit, a civilian one. He tossed it to Carl, who pocketed the device on a whim. “Maybe one of the civilians dropped it. I think we’re getting close. Keep an eye out. If we do find civilians, that will change everything.”

      He was in the middle of saying this as he stepped forward, further up the tunnel, to see that the line of discarded items was preceding them, until . . .

      A shape loomed out of the dark.

      “Eyes up!” Abrams hissed. Carl’s heavy tactical rifle jumped into his hands—and they were looking at the ghostly shadow of a stilled subway car, nearly filling the tunnel.

      “The EAC access tunnel should be just past it,” Abrams said. He walked towards it, seeing the dark rear of the car with its closed access doors and darkened windows. The Pillarmen team paused, momentarily apprehensive about what they might see.

      “Come on.” Abrams shook his head, choosing not to go through the subway train but instead opting for the narrow gap that ran along the side of it, where there was only space for one at a time.

      Danger . . .

      Carl’s senses started to prick, and he could feel sweat bead along his brow, although he didn’t know why. Abrams was the first to squeeze through the gap, holding his rifle above his head as he did so. Carl grimaced at it and then followed suit with Mendiata following behind.

      At this distance, Carl almost had his nose to the metal of the car. He could view large, sprayed letters across its sides but was unable to make out what they were. There were windows, of course, but his suit light reflected in them, and so he only got ghostly images of railings and upholstered seats and then the image of his own snarling visor looking back at him.

      
        
        Alert!

        Biological scan active . . . 1 reading.

      

      

      Carl’s suit suddenly blipped. Abrams and Mendiata’s must have gone off at the same time, for he heard them gasp and struggle forwards to free their suited bulks from the narrow confines.

      “Ack!” There was a sudden sound like an angered yell as the glass before Carl’s head abruptly exploded as something hit it from inside the car.

      “Down!” he heard Abrams yell, and he ducked the best he could.

      But there was no repeating fire coming at him. He merely saw a shape fleeing upwards through the car.

      “I can’t get a clear shot!” Mendiata was snarling, unable to raise her rifle and get a good view of inside. Their attacker had already fled before them.

      “I’ll head them off, Mendiata take the rear!” Abrams snapped, already pushing his way forward towards the far end of the car. Mendiata started scraping and pushing her way back.

      Which leaves me here, Carl thought, with the broken window before him.

      Danger! Attack!

      Carl’s senses were razor sharp, his WarDog instincts waking up in him as he felt himself react, dropping his rifle as his gauntlets seized the edge of the broken window, their metal crunching on the shattered glass as he leapt, hauling himself upwards and forwards in a high-kneed vault that threw him over the edge. He landed and stomped on the ground of the car with two heavy boots and rolled forward.

      Pheeet!

      There was the sudden, angry wasp noise of a fired bullet. Carl threw himself to one side, behind one of the sides of the seats as a bullet rushed past him and ricocheted off the rear metal walls of the car.

      With a feral snarl, Carl was already grabbing the seats and throwing himself forwards towards his attacker. He saw the size of the mark the bullet left on the wall, and it was relatively small.

      Probably couldn’t even breach my suit armor. He landed on the main aisle and raised himself to his full Exalted suit height. There was a terrified scream from the far end of the car.

      He was looking at a woman—and one that wasn’t in Palacian uniform but had a ponytail of chestnut brown hair running down her back and was wearing gray-and-silver striped fatigues, and she was holding a tiny service pistol in her shaking hands, pointed straight at him.

      Attack! They want to kill you!

      For a moment, Carl felt the terrible urge to burst forward and to eliminate the threat. He had been surrounded by threats his entire life, after all, hadn’t he? This was precisely what he had been trained for. What he was supposed to do . . .

      But the look in the woman’s eyes made him stop and froze his rage and anger as strongly as if someone had thrown freezing water over his heart.

      She was terrified. Her hands were shaking, and she wasn’t wearing a Palacian uniform at all but a Terran one.

      “Easy.” Carl froze where he stood, slowly holding up one gloved hand to show that he was unarmed. Actually, he was highly armed. He had twelve-inch blades hiding along his forearm, as well as a service pistol loaded onto the small of his back, but still . . .

      “Get off my fracking planet!” the woman said.

      And shot him.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Alert! Weapons fire . . .

        Breastplate (Outer Plate): . . . GOOD

      

      

      There was a loud ping as the bullet fractured in a sudden spark, but to Carl, it felt as though he had been punched in the chest.

      “Ow,” he said, slapping his breastplate a few times as he regained his breath. There was a scratch on the paintwork, but it hadn’t damaged his suit or the Dog inside of it at all.

      “Oh frack . . .” he heard the woman say, her hand dropping for a moment.

      “I’m Terran, stars damn it!” Carl said, trying not to shout in case she fired again. It hurt getting shot.

      “What!?” she whispered, her pistol slowly rising back towards him. “I’ve seen what you’re doing! You won’t get away with it—where are you taking them!?”

      “What?” Carl said, blinking in confusion, now offering two hands up in the air, more to placate the shooter than for any other reason.

      “Look,” Carl offered. “You didn’t hurt me. I’m in a Heavy Combat Suit. You know what one of them is, don’t you?” he said, trying to keep his voice as low and as level as possible.

      The shooter nodded.

      “Okay, good. Breathe,” Carl said a bit more gently and waited for the woman to blink several times in confusion as she tried to understand why this person wasn’t killing her.

      “Good. Then you know that I could have taken you out by now, but I haven’t. That’s because I’m Terran, Corporal Carl Sebastian, UTA Special Forces.”

      “And Captain Abrams, UTA Special Forces,” a new voice broke in, making the woman gasp and turn around.

      Abrams calmly grabbed her wrist and held it still but did not attempt to do anything more. He had crept into the front of the car as Carl had been talking, and he nodded to Sebastian and where Mendiata had appeared at the back of the car door.

      “And these are my team. That is Specialist Mendiata down there. We’re here to try and rescue you.”

      The woman blinked for a moment before she relaxed, and Abrams let go of her hand.

      “Then you’re already too late for that, Captain,” she said darkly.
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        * * *

      

      Once things had calmed down, the Pillarmen were able to talk to the woman and learn what was going on. Her name was Corporal Alice Manhattan of Cornell Senate Center security. Most of her time was spent scanning passes and checking people’s bags, but after the sudden attack, she had been leading a small but growing band of survivors through the tunnels, making for any shelter they could find.

      “Good thinking,” Abrams commended her. The group still stood in the confines of the stalled subway car. Mendiata had moved to the front to stand watch as Carl and Abram talked to Corporal Manhattan.

      “They arrived just before you did,” the corporal said. “Palacians.”

      Abrams shared a look with Carl. That was what the sound they’d heard must have been. It was the invasion forces.

      “How many? Do you know?” Carl asked as gently as he could, but Alice shook her head violently.

      “I never got the chance to find out. I was trying to find the nearest security bunker when suddenly, there was one of the Palacians . . . big and covered in scales of metal. They almost looked dead,” she said with a shiver.

      “The Fomorian Brigade!” Carl stood a little straighter. This changed everything. They were the super warriors of the Palacian forces, but the experimental program was going horribly wrong, he knew. They just as often started to fight for the xenovirus rather than the Palacians, and things got nasty when that happened.

      “Just two of them managed to take out my whole team, and then they took the civilians too,” Corporal Manhattan said.

      “Took, what do you mean, they took?” Abrams asked, although Carl already knew the answer. He waited for the woman to confirm it.

      “They just rounded them up and took them. Led them away.”

      “Sir,” Carl whispered, keeping his voice low, but Alice spotted the severe alarm in it all the same.

      “What? What is it—what do you know?” she pressed him, suddenly angry and insistent. “You know what they’re up to, don’t you? What is it—hostages?”

      Carl thought of the monks of Vesper that they had seen, half grown over and taken over by the living walls of the xenovirus building, their bodies and memories used as living food and battery power for the sentient viral form known as the Speaker.

      “Ah, yes,” Abrams cut in. “Yes, he means hostages.”

      “Then… then where are the reinforcements?” Alice questioned sternly. “Where’s the fleet?”

      There was a pause as Carl and Abrams looked at each other.

      “Can you lead us to where you saw them—the Fomorian Brigade?” Carl said.
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      Cornell 1 Space Station

      
        
        UTA Pegasus / Weapons Systems: Forward Guns:

        Target Acquired . . .

        Target Locked . . .

      

      

      Tucker snarled as he pulled the firing triggers underneath his flying handles. The twin-mounted guns hidden under the nose of the Pegasus suddenly fired into life.

      Ahead of him, the near space around Cornell was a streaming mess of plasma and wreckage. Underneath and behind him was the bright dome of the planet itself, but Tucker had long since fled the reaches of the upper ionosphere as the Cornell defense fleet had engaged with the Palacian mother ships.

      Cornell 1 was listing to one side with three giant, blackened holes ruptured across its white metal disk, around which hung a cloud of frozen wreckage disgorged by the space station itself.

      It was being attacked by three large Palacian mother ships, each one easily ten times the size of the Pegasus, Tucker thought. Each of these ships looked vaguely like an elongated hook with a fat belly and back.

      They lost their attendant, hanging fighter craft that would have attached to their base, Tucker knew.

      The Palacian motherships were fairly small in comparison to many of their Terran counterparts, only marginally bigger than the military transport cruisers that the UTA had handfuls of.

      But what these ships had instead was the ferocious freedom of being some of the most advanced warships on the field of battle.

      Underneath Cornell 1, there had been a shipyard and space allotments—places where merchants, cruisers, and civilians could dock their vessels or catch different ones to any Terran system in all of UTA space.

      Which meant that there were an awful lot of sitting ducks, Tucker had noted early on in the conflict.

      Two of the Palacian motherships had started bombarding Cornell 1, and even now, there was a fierce cloud of burning plasma between the two combatants as the space station fired every armament and deterrent it had, hoping to catch the giant missiles before they could completely destroy the station.

      The third Palacian mother ship had started firing at the docked and stalled ships in a move that Tucker, quite frankly, would have chosen himself. Even though there were no combatants or soldiers or personnel on ninety-nine percent of the craft, their destruction created a vast sea of spinning and flashing debris, creating an instant shield barrier for the Palacian ships.

      But the Terrans had more ships up, Tucker saw. They had more small fighters launched from Cornell 1, and they were starting to harry the Palacians now.

      But it was like a pride of lions going after an elephant, the technical specialist thought. In time, they would win with their greater agility and ability to raid but—how many lions would they lose?

      Tucker pulled the trigger, though, for his guns to fire their shells ahead as he flared over the edge of the Cornell 1. He turned as he did so to strafe the side of the Palacian mother ship. He saw the sudden flashes as they hit, bursting across the hull and causing small ripples of explosions in their wake.

      “Pegasus! This is Cornell 1 Flight Command. We need you to disengage!”

      His comms crackled with the alarmed voice of whatever officer aboard the station had taken over the post of flight commander down there. Tucker hissed in annoyance.

      What? he thought. He had a clear shot. An easy series of shots. This was nothing short of apple bobbing for him.

      “Repeat, Pegasus, we’re pulling the front back!” the officer shouted, sounding petrified and telling Tucker that the man probably had never imagined their job would be this.

      But still—he did as he was told, flaring the Pegasus as he swept over the far edge of the station to neatly flick them underneath and racing back towards the relative safety of the far end. There was floating debris down here, bits of junk that had been sucked out of the Cornell 1 when it had been struck. He saw office tables, chairs, an entire sink . . .

      Tzzk!

      There was an abrupt eruption of static across his comms channels as he was too close to the Cornell 1. When it fired everything that it had up at the nearest mother ship, that included its lasers, asteroid defenses, rocket guns—and its electromagnetic interference too.

      Tucker had been too close. He was right underneath the station; if he craned his head, he could see the guns extending and jolting as they fired a barrage, round after round, across at the enemy.

      And the Pegasus was hit by a wave of electromagnetic interference and jammers.

      “Stars damn it!” Tucker roared as suddenly the holocontrols before him glitched and ran with their attendant neon colors. The Pegasus was suddenly rolling and sweeping to one side wildly.

      “My signal should be protected! What are you doing?!” Tucker yelled, uncharacteristically losing his cool as he shouted inside his metal confine.

      The view ahead was now a rotating mess of stars, Palacian mother ship, Cornell 1, stars, Palacian mother ship.

      Normally, the jamming and interference of the Terrans would exclude the combat frequencies of their own craft—but whomever was in control on board the space station had clearly either not known that or had gone for maximum effect anyway.

      “Dammit, dammit, dammit!” Tucker pulled at the levers of the craft as, mechanically, the different aerofoils and manual rotors twisted and turned, but it did little for the dead ship as it was flung, hurtling across the ellipses of the Cornell and tumbling towards the second Palacian mothership.

      No, no, no . . . Tucker cried out as other Terran fighters screamed past him, heading for their target. He was thrown in an ever-wider arc away from the safety of his colleagues.

      And straight into the jaws of hell! Tucker saw the Palacian mother ship growing larger and larger in sudden flashes as his spinning started to slow. It could take him out at any moment that it wanted to. He was a sitting duck.

      Only the Palacian mother ship didn’t fire at him. As his turning slowed, he saw it slide slowly past him as if it didn’t even register that he was there at all.

      Because of the transmission outage! Tucker suddenly thought, almost about to yell in gratitude until he also realized that his power systems were down. How long before he would freeze inside here anyway?
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      Supreme Complex, Cornell Eastern Seaboard

      

      “Up ahead,” Carl whispered. He ducked down in the dark of the tunnel, seeing up ahead the glimmer of light in the tunnels.

      It’s not a very healthy sort of a light, is it? he thought to himself. He knew that light. It was the yellowish sort of green light that came from the xenovirus alone.

      Up ahead, there appeared to be a sort of underground depot for the subway cars with multiple tracks leading towards large archways and cars standing here and there on many of the tracks alongside a long platform loaded with dirty equipment.

      Carl could hear the terrified gasps and whispers of the trapped humans as they wondered what was going to happen to them.

      You really don’t want to know, the WarDog thought. He saw his chance.

      The scene was lit by the sickly yellow green. The assembled humans were sitting in a loose knot between two of the cars, and the pair of Fomorians had somehow covered the platform with the ghostly, threadlike xenovirus itself. As the WarDog watched, he could see their shapes move between the ghostly strands, just dimly seen as they farmed or tended the construction. From where he crouched, Carl could swear that some of that viral material had been used to secure them.

      “That’s it, it’s here,” Mendiata was whispering over the suit microphone, and her dread was real.

      Yes, it is, Carl shared her apprehension. The xenovirus was now planetside. That meant that it would spread. It would spread quietly and quickly, suddenly erupting into mutations and possessed people. This entire seaboard would be lost—unless they destroyed every last bit of it.

      “Make for the caboose,” Carl breathed, pulling his fist down and making a cycling movement with his hand to indicate the direction he wanted her to go, circling around the furthest stilled car and then around to free the prisoners.

      “Aye.” Mendiata rose from her crouch to move, but Carl stopped her as she passed him.

      “Only the . . .” he looked for the polite way to say it.

      “I get it. No one infected.” Mendiata’s face soured. There was no known cure for the xenovirus. Anyone it infected, it would affect. It would take over their mind and body in a matter of hours.

      What do we do with those infected? The question raised its ugly truth for Carl to consider. Once again, he had no answer to it.

      How long does it take to become infected with the xenovirus? Does it have to be blood contact? Ingestion? Is it airborne? All of these were questions that Carl was sure that some scientist must know the answer to—only they had never shared them with anyone else.

      We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it, Carl agreed with himself, nodding once for Mendiata to nod back before she turned and slipped into the darkness.

      “I’m at your back,” Abrams hissed, as they waited for their scanners to pick up the small dot that was Mendiata as she made her careful way over the tracks and around the back of the last discarded car.

      
        
        Alert! Unknown signal . . .

      

      

      Carl’s suit registered movement from the platform.

      One of the Fomorian Brigade had stepped forward and was looking into the gloom of the depot—straight towards where Mendiata should be. Carl’s hands clenched. He could feel his blood starting to rise, his heartbeat starting to race. For some reason, he was sure that he could feel the echo of anger and hatred from the Fomorians themselves.

      “Mendiata! Wait!” he hissed over the comms. The glowing dot that was his friend froze by the far edge of the car, and the Fomorian suddenly turned.

      Unerringly towards Carl.

      “There’s no way that it heard us inside our suits!” Abrams, behind Carl, whispered.

      And the Fomorian immediately threw itself off the platform, straight towards them.
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        * * *

      

      “Hsss!” Carl heard himself snarl as he leapt forward, forgetting his weapon as the Fomorian was racing towards him, their body gleaming a muted silver in the half light, the dome of the creature’s head a gleaming metal but the lower half of their face still human flesh—albeit with pipes and strange pumps running into the nose and mouth.

      
        
        Error! Unidentified biology . . .

      

      

      Carl’s suit couldn’t understand what was happening, but that didn’t stop Abrams from firing a stream of bullets across at the racing creature.

      One step, two . . .

      Everything was happening so fast. Carl could feel the strange slowdown effect on his senses as his chemicals came into effect.

      He saw the tracer rounds of the captain speed across the ground before him. He saw them hit the floor, bounce—and then one of them hit the running leg of the Fomorian and then the hip . . .

      The bullets slammed into the side of the mutant cyborg, nearly flipping them entirely as they hit the floor.

      Bounced . . .

      And they were jumping back up, spilling black ichor from their wounds as they leapt up to meet Carl like they hadn’t been struck by anything at all.

      “Skraargh!” he yelled, his rage starting to peak—but somehow, in the center, creating a calm island for him to calculate his actions.

      The Fomorian was leaping for him, almost catlike.

      Carl allowed one of his legs to slide forwards and under him as he swung his arms up.

      
        
        Suit impact!

      

      

      He caught the flying Fomorian and twisted at the same time as metal claws sunk into his suit.

      “Ugh!” With a grunt, he had twisted and thrown the Fomorian over and onto their side with himself on top as he pulled back his fist.

      The Fomorian lashed out with a clawed hand, incredibly fast. Any other creature would be winded and wounded by such an expert throw—but not the cyborg mutants.

      
        
        Suit impact!

      

      

      Carl was hammered in the face by the Fomorian so powerfully that he heard a crack and wondered if his suit was compromised. His head rebounded from the back, cushioned by the padding, but he was still disoriented as he opened his eyes.

      To see that there was a giant metal claw attached to the front of his visor. The Fomorian had seized his head and was slowly exuding more and more pressure.

      
        
        Warning! Suit impact . . .

        Helmet Visor . . . COMPROMISED

      

      

      Carl heard another sharp, metallic scream and saw a sudden crack spread across his visor, spidering its way towards the corner.

      “Get off!” he shouted, feeling the kick of adrenaline that made him lash out.

      
        
        (Exalted/Pillarman) Weapons Systems / Arm Blades . . .

        . . . ENGAGED

      

      

      His arm blade plunged out of his forearm as he struck out, and he felt the sudden resistance before it released, and the hand of the Fomorian fell away from his helmet. He had punctured the Fomorian’s metal breast purely with his own blade.

      Carl gasped and panted, unaware of his own strength as he fell back, pulling the blade out as he did.

      “Corporal! CORPORAL!”

      Abrams voice was shouting. Carl blinked, looked up. The captain was unloading full magazines into the second Fomorian that was charging off the platform towards him. The bullets, just like last time, did not appear to do anything to the creature, just exploding and ricocheting from their side in a bright lightning hail as bullets split and exploded.

      Carl snarled, jumping up as he felt something inside of him answer the call of violence. Instantly, the Fomorian appeared to sense this change in Carl and flickered their attention towards him. This time, the Fomorian raised a forearm, and unlike the first, pulled their hand into a fist to activate the gun that was surgically implanted there.

      
        
        Warning! Suit impact!

      

      

      The bullets scattered across the ground, and Carl’s chest. He did not have the same capabilities as the Fomorian did, and the force of the bullet strikes sent him spinning to the ground as he saw black and red.

      
        
        Breastplate (Outer Plate) . . . COMPROMISED

        Inner Plate . . . COMPROMISED

      

      

      Carl felt the pain run through him, biting at the edge of his mind. Abrams was shouting and firing repeat shots after him.

      Fight! Enemy! Attack!

      For a moment, in the swirling darkness of blood hammering and pain, Carl was awash with memories of distant places, of falling on Palacian units with nothing but the metal fists of his WarDog suit, of the astonished faces—and then the shouts.

      Enemy!

      And another image laced through his own of creatures with four limbs, hulking but shorter than he was, raising their hands as they rushed him under a purple star.

      What? Carl recoiled, knowing that the image wasn’t his own—but the feeling that accompanied it was. He was being attacked. He was being threatened. His very purpose, to survive, to spread—was at risk.
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      Carl was on his feet in another flash of black and red, and he knew that somehow, he must have missed a few moments. There were shouts and screams (more flesh for the collective . . .) from nearby people fleeing behind him. But where was the second Fomorian?

      Turning, he saw that the Fomorian had already closed with Abrams and had knocked him to the floor in a rush and was kneeling on his chest. The captain held their firing arm up and away from himself, firing wildly into the air even as the Fomorian was pummeling Abrams’ suit with a fist.

      Enemy! Enemy!

      His senses reeled, and he could almost feel his own teeth sharpen at the sight of—No! Not Abrams!—he pulled himself back. Momentarily, he had been consumed by the certainty that it was Captain Abrams who was the enemy, not the Fomorian.

      Where? Carl wondered for the briefest moment where that had come from, but there was no time to address it. The captain was slowly losing his battle against the Fomorian, his hand pushed down by the cyborg-and-virus-assisted muscles of the Palacian mutant.

      “Argh!” Carl roared, throwing himself at the Fomorian, his own arm blade extending from the forearm of his suit in one swift move as he slashed downwards.

      There was a screech and the clang of metal on metal as Carl struck, throwing the Fomorian to one side. The mutant warrior twisted as they fell, lashing out.

      
        
        Suit impact!

        Outer Plate (Left Calf Plate) . . . COMPROMISED

      

      

      Carl felt the crunch as he was flung to one side, spinning to smash into the floor awkwardly. In an instant, the Fomorian was upon him.

      The Exalted WarDog kicked out, connected with his adversary, and gave himself just enough time to spin around, still lying on his back as the mutant was launching upon him once more.

      The Fomorian was quicker than he was, and they had the advantage of not knowing pain. All their personality and human functions had been wiped by the process that turned them into the virus-ridden cyborg they were today. There was no second guessing from Carl’s enemy. No hesitation due to fear or confusion or physical pain. They were as fast as a spider and as strong as a rhinoceros as they landed with their knees on Carl’s chest.

      
        
        Warning! Suit impact!

        Outer Plate (Breastplate) . . . SEVERE

      

      

      Carl felt the crumple of his plate at the same time as he gasped, feeling the pinch and push against his own ribs even as his suit tried to fill the constricting gaps with foam and rubber.

      “Dammit!” Carl raged, lashing out with his fists, forgetting for a moment that he had his arm blade in place. Instead, he pummeled the Fomorian’s metal-girded head with the reinforced steel of his own fist.

      There was a crunch and a hiss as the silvered, balding plate of the Fomorian cracked as they shook back—but the Fomorian’s hands were still moving, still finding their way to the throat of Carl’s suit.

      Or where his throat would be, were it not for the metal mantle collar that sat atop his breastplate and shoulders, forming an airtight connection with his visor helmet.

      Still though, the Fomorian’s metal hands sought this out and started to squeeze.

      
        
        Warning!

        Mantle (Outer Plate) . . . COMPROMISED

      

      

      There was a strong cracking sound and the horrible squeal of protesting metal as the Fomorian’s metal fingers exerted more pressure.

      
        
        Warning! Pressure leak!

        Initializing self-repair mechanisms . . .

      

      

      Carl felt a sudden leak of pressure as some part of the mantle cracked, and the precious inner seal that kept the internal, safe atmosphere of his suit was breached. He started to feel cold and dizzy.

      How long would it take to lose all oxygen?

      Or worse yet—to let in some toxin or poison from the environment from the Fomorian!?

      Fthudd-ud—dr!”

      As suddenly as it had arrived, the Fomorian was gone. The weight on his chest was lifted as a shadow eclipsed him. It was Abrams, bear hugging the scrabbling cyborg mutant and throwing them as far as he could away from his soldier, Carl Sebastian.

      Despite the Fomorian’s size, they were thrown a long way away, at least five yards.

      “Carl!” Abrams was shouting, slinging his rifle from his shoulder and proceeding to fire at the turning Fomorian. Carl gripped the only ranged weapon he had left—his Pillarman heavy service pistol.

      The Fomorian had risen to a crouch when Abrams and Carl’s hail of bullets found the mutant, this time throwing the Fomorian backwards to the edge of the platform. They continued to fire even when the Fomorian struggled to get up, twitching, snarling, and juddering.

      “Go down, damn you!” Carl heard Abrams shout as one of the Fomorian’s metal hands grasped the top edge of the platform and managed to drag the creature upright into a standing position, hunkering their back as the white lightning flash of smashing bullets lit the mutant up.

      The Fomorian started to turn but then—before the creature could once again take a step towards them—the mutant’s form collapsed to the floor in a heap, finally stilled.

      “I’m out,” Abrams was whispering as he stepped back, hastily grabbing another magazine from his belt to force the old rifle magazine to eject so he could ram another home. He kept his rifle on the downed Fomorians, alternating between the two, but they appeared stalled. Carl felt the captain’s eyes flicker towards him, and then he heard a grunt of concern.

      “You look like trash,” the captain said, for Carl to slowly, heart thumping, lower his pistol as he considered what his superior officer had said.

      
        
        Warning! Multiple suit dangers . . .

        Analysis . . .

        Outer Plate (Breastplate, Calf Plate) . . . COMPROMISED (severe)

        Mantle (Outer Plate) . . . TEMPORARY SEAL

      

      

      Carl checked his suit connections to see that the small holo vector diagram was flashing a warning deep orange in at least three places. It was on the verge of severe damage—which the WarDog knew would mean that it would be essentially useless against attack.

      But then again, I have been shot at and under the fists of at least two of those things, Carl tried to tell himself as he took a long, drawn-out breath, feeling the rage chemicals start to subside.

      “And that was only two,” Carl managed to shakily breathe as his muscles filled with a twitchy, nervous sensation. This was the come down after his special, lab-created organs had done their job. He hated this part. It always left him feeling weak and fatigued—and right now, with no idea how many more of the Fomorians were out there, he couldn’t afford that.

      “Only two, yeah.” Abrams shook his head. A voice broke through to them. “How many did that security guard say she saw make planetfall?”

      “Captain!? Sebastian?” It was Mendiata’s voice sounding over their suit comms, and their suit holos vectored in on her position. They turned to see that she had managed to free the human hostages and had led them back towards the tunnel they had come through. She was standing at the edge between their pale, haunted faces and the fight scene behind them.

      “We’re good. Well done,” Carl heard Abrams say. “How many . . .”

      Carl heard the note of alarm in the captain’s voice and knew precisely what he was getting at. “How many infected?” he was going to say, meaning those already showing signs of the silver scale and black tendril of the xenovirus itself.

      It takes over in less than an hour, Carl knew (and then wondered how he so precisely knew that). At that time, it would spread like gray metal scales over their body, covering every inch of skin as it sent its black tendril cilia deep into the body, changing the person’s very genetics.

      And bringing them home. Making them one of us.

      That last thought was definitely not his, Carl knew. Not that he had once again dropped out of his frenzy-fueled rage. He knew the difference. Some of his thoughts didn’t feel like his own thoughts . . . somehow. They felt laced with that toxic, creeping yellow-and-green light.

      Is it? Are these thoughts from the xenovirus? Carl started to gasp slightly in his suit, hyperventilating, earning a sudden cough from Abrams, who, as captain, monitored all his team member’s vital signs.

      “None that I can tell,” Mendiata said in a low voice, although she had also turned off the broadcast feature of her suit so that the hostages wouldn’t hear them discussing their possible infection.

      “The scans will show it.” Carl collected himself quickly. That was one thing about the suit scans and human technology. They could at least detect the existence of the xenovirus, even if they didn’t understand much else about it.

      A thought struck him. Is that why the security scanners on board Cornell 1 couldn’t register me?

      Carl had known since his “upgrade” as an Exalted how the Terran scientists had created the WarDogs. As well as the unique, lab-grown lymph nodes, glands, and a host of special neural receptors—the truth was that the WarDogs had their physiology activated by supposedly inactive and dormant doses of the xenovirus itself.

      Does that make us cousins? He turned to look at the Fomorian bodies around them and noticed the organic, yellow-green fungus-like growths that they had been weaving on the platform. This architecture was one form the alien virus could take.

      “They were trying to start a seed colony,” Carl said, looking at the viral structures. He was abruptly hit in his heart with a deep sensation of homesickness, of longing . . .

      No! He forced it down and chided himself for giving way to such feelings. He wouldn’t give in to the virus. He wouldn’t. He couldn’t. His friends needed him.

      But was this how the Fomorian’s felt—all the time? His eyes once again sought out the discarded bodies of his enemies, and they appeared humanoid only in the very loosest sense of the word. Their bodies were entirely composed of silver plates, and their joints had apparently been removed to be replaced with gears. He shuddered.

      The Palacians couldn’t control the virus, so they automated their mutant soldiers as much as possible, Carl knew. The fact was that the Terran WarDogs had come first. It was the Terrans who had first managed to weaponize the xenovirus in the WarDogs, and the Palacian Fomorian Brigade had been created as retribution.

      “None infected, good,” Abrams said, turning to join Carl. They regarded the bizarre fungal shapes and shifting, green-and-yellow colors that filtered down from the platform itself.

      “We need to do something about this,” the large captain was grunting, nodding to Carl. “What do you think?”

      “I’m the damn demolitions specialist!” Mendiata pointed out from behind them. She huffed and turned back to broadcast a stern “Stay where you are!” to the group of terrified civilians of Cornell Prime. Then she strode forwards, unpacking her utility belt and detaching modules that were crossed with yellow-and-black bands.

      “These should do it,” she said, holding three up before them. “Well, in fact, these three will probably create a fireball that will blow this whole section of tunnel into the future, but I’m guessing that is what you want, right?”

      “It needs to be sterilized,” Carl said, his voice low and stern as he looked at the weird twists and tentacles like roots that snaked over the platform, seeking anything that they could colonize. Perhaps they had already managed to worm their way between the tiles and break through the cement and foundations of the tunnel and to the soil.

      If so, then Cornell is screwed, Carl thought dismally. There would be no stopping it then, aside from another low-orbit drop of something terrible and all-encompassing, a thermonuclear bomb or city-covering incendiary.

      “Well, let me tell you that the heat these babies will kick off will be enough to sterilize even the inside of your suit, so . . .” Mendiata said, starting forward with three modules in hand.

      “Careful!” Carl hissed, suddenly wary. “Don’t let any of it get on you!”

      “Believe me, I wasn’t intending to.” Mendiata eased herself forward until she was nearly at the level of the Fomorian by the platform. Carl saw her hesitate and then gingerly place one of the modules on their chest, as if they were holding it.

      “Smart ass,” Abrams sighed. Mendiata snickered, turning to walk to the far end of the platform.

      “Captain—the civilians?” Carl asked, with one eye on what the demolitions specialist was doing.

      Abrams gave a huge sigh, turning to regard the tired and weary faces. They were filthy, and many were half crouching or sitting on the floor. It appeared obvious that they were on their last legs from shock and fatigue.

      “Well, there are Fomorians wandering about topside,” Abrams pointed out. “I say we still make for the EAC and then the command bunkers. We might have a better idea of what is going on up there when we get to them.” Abrams nodded at the civilians before them. “We’ll just have to hope that there’s enough room in those command bunkers for another twenty or so.”

      Twenty, Carl was wincing. That was an awfully large number to keep from harm. The odds of all of them getting through a war zone, without training, was . . . well . . . He shied away from thinking about it.

      “In place,” Mendiata breathed. She had put the second module at the far end of the platform and jumped up to walk among the actual yellow-and-green virus structures, some as fine as cobwebs and others that looked like roots.

      “Careful!” Carl hissed once more, whereas the captain was much more direct about it.

      “What in the star’s name are you doing back there?! Get out of there, Specialist—now!” Abrams bellowed.

      Mendiata paused, looking across at him for a moment. Carl could see that she had slipped between the differing veils of the xenovirus and was standing almost in the center of the platform. Beyond her, there were the ghostly shapes of vending machines, now bursting with green-and-yellow fibers of virus material.

      “Elementary physics, Captain, with the greatest respect,” Mendiata said, slowly turning around to make sure that she wasn’t standing on any of the viral material as she hefted the final demolitions unit in her metal fist.

      “I just can’t promise an effective spread from those two under the platform there.” She nodded back to the one on the body of the Fomorian, and the other at the far end of the depot room. “Up here is naturally shielded by the geography, and besides, it is the heart of what we want to kill . . . Ah, yes!”

      She appeared to have spotted a site good enough for her to place the thing, and she turned slowly towards the stairs at the back of the platform.

      
        
        Suit Warning!

        Unknown signatures detected . . . (analyzing)

        Confirmed. Xenoviral bodies approaching!

      

      

      At once, all their suits blipped an alarm, showing a cloud of angry, warning-orange dots encroaching on their location from above and beyond the stairs that Mendiata stood in front of.

      That could only mean one thing, Carl knew, turning to see Abrams start to open his mouth to shout.

      It was an entire contingent of the Fomorians. They had been alerted to the attack and were heading straight for them.
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      Cornell 1 Space Station

      
        
        Pegasus Mainframe . . . ERROR!

        Mainframe UNRESPONSIVE . . .

      

      

      “Stars frack!”

      Technical Specialist Tucker snarled as, once more, there was no response to his repeated attempts to reboot the UTA Special Ops craft, the Pegasus.

      Outside his cockpit window, he could see the slow whirl of the stars around System 8, moving like a gentle ballet now and not the chaotic dance they had been moments ago. Every now and then, Tucker’s view was interrupted by the sudden wild spin of a misplaced rocket or a fragment of debris from the fighting behind him. He guessed that Cornell 1 was still holding out. The remaining Terran fighters must be pitching a hard-fought defense against the three attacking Palacian mother ships—but these were just guesses since the Pegasus wasn’t even facing towards the battle, and the ship scanners and sensors were completely down.

      The ship was dead. Of that, Tucker was certain. The jamming wave that had been flung out against the Palacians had been wide beam, all frequencies, and he had been caught right in the middle of it when it had struck.

      “And now . . .”

      Tucker was looking over the opened console of his cockpit at the dead fistfuls of wires, connectors, diodes, and switches. Absolutely nothing was responding to anything that he did.

      And the worst part of it all was that he was supposed to be the technical specialist of the Pillarman Alpha Team. If anyone could get the craft working, then it should be him.

      But I still have my suit, he thought. He forced himself to breathe, settling back in the chair as another errant piece of debris from the distant battle came rolling past his view.

      How long before one of them hit him dead on, with nothing he could do to stop it? He tried not to think about that, but it was impossible.

      
        
        UTA Pillarman Heavy Tactical Suit / (Cpl) TUCKER . . .

        All Systems: OPERATIONAL . . .

        Warning! External temperatures –3C (falling) . . .

      

      

      The environment of the ship itself was starting to become uninhabitable, Tucker could see. Already, a patina of hazy, silver frost edged the cockpit windows, and he knew that it wouldn’t be long before the cold would freeze essential ship elements entirely—making any effort to revive it that much harder.

      The fact that the ship’s mainframe was offline meant that all other systems were down as well—and that included the life support systems that were supposed to keep him and anyone else inside of it alive.

      But Tucker had his Special Ops Pillarman suit with its internal microreactor system. That was effectively keeping him alive against the threatening temperatures outside, and Tucker knew that it could continue to do so for several more hours until it, too, would need repowering.

      Great, Tucker thought to no one but himself.

      “I guess I have a few long hours of slowly freezing to death as my suit runs out of power to look forward to?” he murmured. A fierce, mocking grin spread across his features. It was panic, really, added to the dark gallows humor of the Pillarmen. He was in the middle of a battle zone and might be the only one there who would die of anything but conflict.

      No.

      But Tucker wasn’t about to let that happen. A thought suddenly struck him.

      “I have my suit,” he whispered again, realizing that his suit had a microreactor in it.

      “If I connect it up to the mainframe reactor input,” he was whispering. It was a long shot because a heavy tactical suit and a UTA craft were two entirely different things with different power relays and level equalizers.

      But the theory was sound, he knew instantly. He could use his suit microreactors to kickstart the Pegasus engine reaction. He could do it, he knew he could.

      Moving rapidly, he unclipped himself from his seat to push off, floating through the air as he eagled and seal-swam through the zero-G back into the main cabin. There, he saw the empty chairs of his crew and the small bits of flotsam floating through here where Mendiata had forgotten to stow her gum.

      “She’ll get us all killed one day,” Tucker remembered something that Captain Abrams was fond of saying about the demolitions specialist. She had a habit of not correctly stowing the minor items away—which was a Class-1 hazard when you were in a ship moving at a thousand miles per hour.

      Despite his annoyance, Tucker wished with all of his heart that they were here—or that he was down there on the surface. The last he had seen, the Palacian fighters had been carpet-bombing the ruins of Cornell 1, intent on making sure that the Planetary Council and the military assets were wiped out.

      And Abrams, Mendiata, and Sebastian are somewhere down there too, he thought as he arrived at the red bulkhead door. He seized the mechanical release to pull it free from the door panel, finding the wheel inside, which he painstakingly started to turn.

      Are they still alive? he wondered, not knowing at all. Had they survived the Palacian missile strikes? Had something else befallen them?

      Enough. Tucker was a trained professional and discarded these thoughts with the training that had been instilled in him.

      With a jarring release, the door opened, and he was flying through the central corridor past the bunk bed compartments and the tiny medical bay. He went through the wash and store compartments to get to the far side where another door waited for him.

      And beyond that would be the engine compartment, he knew, where all he would have to do was find a clever way to get his suit to talk to the Pegasus reactors.

      Thunk!

      His suit microphone picked up the clang of noise as loud as a pealing bell. The Pegasus shook violently and started to spin around him.

      “What was that!?” he called out, his instincts making him forget that the ship itself was dead.

      The Pegasus was spinning, revolving, and he was falling against the ceiling, the floor, the wall . . .

      “Ach!” He collided and scrabbled, hands clutching at the walls until he found one of the nearest grab handles. He thumped against the grillwork floor as the Pegasus continued to spin and turn.

      We’ve been hit, he knew. But he didn’t know how bad it was—only that the UTA craft was once again spiraling out of control.

      And the automatic self-repair measures are offline, he snarled. He started to drag himself upwards towards the door, pulling the mechanical lever once again to reveal the winding wheel on the inside.

      “Hss!”

      He gasped as his legs hammered against the walls as the Pegasus whirled and shook. He stamped down on the floor with his feet for leverage as he strained with the wheel.

      
        
        Warning! External pressure dropping! . . .

      

      

      Tucker’s suit alerted him of the danger a moment before there was a horrible sucking sensation all around him. Once again, he was safe inside his suit, but there were distant clangs as small objects got dragged and thrown from the rooms.

      We have a hull breach, he knew. It only confirmed that the ship had been hit. He hoped that it was passing debris, not a potshot taken at him by one of the Palacian mother ships.

      “Yarrrgh!” With a final yell, he dragged the wheel to one side, and the door to the engine room flew open. A small cloud of wrenches and hand tools rushed past him, clattering against his shoulders and visor like a hail of bullets before they disappeared into the depths of the Pegasus.

      “Dammit!” Tucker was yelling, pulling at the door frame to force himself forwards—but the sucking vortex behind him was growing stronger.

      
        
        Initiate suit thrusters . . .

      

      

      He let go with one hand to slam it to the side of his belt where his manual suit controls were, causing the small plasma rockets in his boots and back to suddenly fire.

      “Argh!” He was flung inside, thrown into the engine room with such force that for a moment, he saw the vast silver tubing that lined the walls, and then he was smashing into them, denting them.

      “C’mon!” he yelled, grabbing at anything and everything he could—jamming one hand between two pipes as he managed to halt his flight, turning off the thrusters to grip grimly to the pipes.

      “Okay. The reactor override . . .” he hissed, sliding his hands along the top of the pipes, connection to connection. He moved slowly and surely, hand over hand as he made it to the bulky metal unit at the end.

      Tools . . . His hands fumbled at his suit’s utility belt to release the catch, revealing a set of miniature tools unique to his profession. He chose the automated screwdriver and started taking apart the panel, releasing the first bolt, then the next, until . . .

      “Whoa!” The entire panel was whipped from his hand, spinning through the door with a clang of sparks to disappear in a heartbeat back into the main hold.

      “You can do this, you can . . .” Tucker surveyed the best he could while clinging with one arm to the unit itself until he saw exactly what he was looking for. The direct input unit with a jack that—yes!—his suit should have a connector for.

      He unspooled the connection wire quickly, plugging it into the input unit and then into the side of his own suit belt.

      
        
        Direct Input Override . . .

        UTA Pillarman Heavy Tactical Suit / (Cpl) TUCKER . . .

        Connecting with UNKNOWN DEVICE . . .

      

      

      There was a danger when doing something like this, of course, Tucker knew. Because he hadn’t set up a power interface unit between the two, there was no way to control how much current would be accessed. Trying to kick-start a spaceship with a suit’s batteries could drain his own suit reactors in a heartbeat and still not be enough.

      But what else can I do!? he could have shouted—and he saw the small green circle of the connection slowly reaching its zenith.

      The only other option was to find the signal flares located somewhere on the outside of the ship, remove them, and manually fire them. Then he would have to hope that the sudden explosion of plasma around his vessel as the tiny signal rockets were deployed wouldn’t attract the attention of the Palacians.

      
        
        Warning! Incompatible power relays!

        Continuing this action could permanently damage your suit battery . . .

      

      

      His suit blipped as the connection was made and the warning signs appeared, followed with a flashing holo of a battery.

      “Do it,” Tucker whispered. He hit the accept holo.

      
        
        Warning! Suit battery at 65% . . .

      

      

      His own suit had shot down in power in a heartbeat. As Tucker watched, he could see it flashing and diminishing fast—and still, absolutely no flicker of life from the Pegasus.

      
        
        Warning! Suit battery 45% . . .

        35% . . .

        25% . . .

      

      

      He was going to spend his entire battery trying to get the plasma coils to reignite and then be left freezing, without any oxygen, in a dead and destroyed ship. Tucker cursed himself as a fool. Wasn’t there any other way to do this? Why wasn’t he smarter?

      
        
        Warning! Suit battery 15% . . .

      

      

      The control panel of the plasma engines should be lighting up by now. They should be registering flickers of activity as magnetic fields and noble gases started their mysterious work, as particles started to interact, creating a spark, starting a chain reaction.

      But they weren’t. The boards before Tucker’s eyes were blank.

      
        
        10% . . .

        5% . . .

        WARNING! WARNING! REPLACE OR REPAIR SUIT BATTERY IMMEDIATELY!

      

      

      Tucker felt the cold clutch at the edge of his suit as he slammed his hand down on the control board of the Pegasus’ engines as the last holo that his suit had the power to give flashed:

      
        
        Heavy Tactical Suit: / (Cpl) TUCKER . . .

        Battery Available: 0% . . .

        IMMEDIATE SHUTDOWN . . .

      

      

      Instantly, all the holos on his visor vanished, and Tucker was staring at the control board as he felt his suit become a lot heavier on his body. It was no longer a self-supporting, lightweight, and almost alive thing in symbiosis with his body—it was instead just a metal box of dead components.

      Just like the Pegasus around him.

      The next thing he felt was the cold—the terrible, terrifying cold—that started to clutch at his fingers and toes, his hands and legs as all his internal suit systems finally gave up. He was no longer shielded or protected from the hazards of the external environment. He was a sitting duck.

      And then, a painful gasp tore through Tucker’s body as his oxygen filters and recyclers stopped working. Or rather, the recycled air that flowed and was pushed through his suit and filters had run out. There were no microfans active. No pumps. He was sealed from his own life-support mechanisms, entombed and trapped—and airless.

      No, no, no! Tucker gasped, aware that no breath that he could take would help. Black spots started to slowly fill his vision.

      Is this how it ends!? he wondered, finding a sort of sick perversity in the fact that he was about to die doing something that he was supposed to be remarkably good at—technical fixes. Tucker wondered if that was a fitting epitaph or a pathetic one.

      Specialist Tucker of the Pillarman Alpha Team started to see darkness as he was rapidly starving for oxygen.

      There was nothing more he could do.

      Blip!

      There was a small, sudden flash of green light breaking through Tucker’s darkness.

      What?

      He didn’t believe that heaven would be quite so . . . neon. Or that it would be so cold either, Tucker found his disordered thoughts thinking. He tried to concentrate, even while his heart was hammering and his lungs were feeling like they were about to burst from his chest.

      Blip!

      The green light was flashing. And it was flashing repeatedly from the engine control board of the Pegasus.

      “Hgnnh!” With a shout, he flung his hand out to hammer on the engine panel. Maybe he had managed to reignite the craft’s plasma reaction, but that would be no good if he still died here, with no power in his suit.

      His hand fumbled on the board, slapping diodes and wires until he found the one red button he was looking for. The auto start. He could no longer feel anything in his hands apart from numbing cold as he slapped at it, hoping that he would manage to strike . . .

      Blip!

      For an agonizing moment, nothing happened as Tucker’s eyes began to hurt.

      But then . . .

      
        
        EMERGENCY SYSTEMS OVERRIDE!

        Automated Power Input Detected . . .

        Caching . . .

        Battery available: 1% . . .

      

      

      “Yes!” he managed to gasp, although he still felt as though he was choking. He had managed to reverse the flow, this time asking the Pegasus to send energy from its quickly accelerating power relays to his suit.

      
        
        Heavy Tactical Suit / (Cpl) TUCKER . . .

        Battery available: 10% . . .

        Re-initializing Systems . . .

      

      

      Tucker was still panting and gasping when there was a sudden, unmistakeable hum that faded into silence almost immediately as the oxygen fans and filters of his suit came back online . . . and then the heaters . . . and then the holos.

      
        
        Connecting to UTA Pegasus Mainframe . . . CONNECTED!

      

      

      “Pegasus, start emergency self-repair analysis,” Tucker breathed, his voice hoarse and croaky. The board in front of him was coming alive, flickering with lights and the pulse of power relays as energy was sent to the various compartments of the UTA craft.

      
        
        PEGASUS self-repair analysis complete . . .

      

      

      The ship relayed its analysis to his own suit in the form of holos that ran down the inside of Tucker’s visor.

      
        
        RESULT:

        1.5” Hull puncture (Lower Hull Plate 3) . . .

        Analysis: Debris impact damage . . .

        Isolating damage. Initializing self-repair process . . .

      

      

      Tucker deeply sighed. He could have wept from relief because he knew that throughout the vessel, the auto-repair foams and adhesives were being activated, filling the gaps and cracks that had been created by the debris striking them.

      “Pegasus, I want a full scan of my environment. Isolate enemy targets,” he said, and the ship threw the image to his visor screen in the form of a neon vector map.

      He was further away than he had realized. He had been thrown straight past the battle while the rest of the fighting still played out around the Cornell 1 Space Station and above the atmosphere of the planet itself.

      And there, right between him and Cornell 1, its reactor engines clear and vulnerably exposed, was a Palacian mother ship.

      “Gotcha,” Tucker snarled with a wicked grin.
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      Supreme Complex, Cornell Eastern Seaboard

      

      “Move, move!” Carl called to Mendiata. He watched as she turned, agonizingly slowly, and started to make her way across the platform, avoiding the xenovirus with every step and sway.

      “Get the civilians out of here!” Mendiata said. Abrams, beside Carl, snarled, half raising his heavy tactical rifle to cover her, then cursing as he turned to look back towards the assembled people.

      “What’s going on?” One of them, a young man, had even taken several steps back towards their position and the platform.

      They couldn’t see the crowd of orange dots on the Pillarmen’s scanners showing that the contingent of Fomorians was so close that Carl could have sworn that he heard the fast march of their metal boots on the stairs leading down to the platform and the tentative xeno seed colony.

      “Dammit!” Abrams turned, snarling as he waved a hand at the civilians.

      “Up the tunnel, now! We have to move!”

      “C’mon, Mendiata!” Carl had retrieved his rifle, keeping it trained on the stairs as he watched Mendiata carefully jump down from the platform with a heavy jump. And then she broke into a desperate flight towards him.

      “What’s going on!?” One of the Cornell civilians, a woman, was shouting as the rest of the crowd started to break apart and take to their heels.

      “Just run! Run!” Abrams shouted as Carl turned back, casting a look at the platform. It was still unoccupied by anything other than the weird green-and-yellow fungal structures of the xenovirus itself.

      And it certainly wasn’t exploding either.

      “The explosives?” Carl gasped as he turned back, forcing his tired and aching muscles to try and keep up. He was having a major crash of his strange genetics, and he had known that this was coming. He needed rest. He needed to recuperate to be able to fight again.

      “I can’t exactly blow it up with us standing right in front of it!” Mendiata shouted, already easily outpacing him as she tore ahead.

      “Keep going! Keep moving!” Abrams was shouting. “Run as fast as you can!”

      Is this the plan!? Carl thought, his legs and his chest burning. Run as fast and far as possible?

      But the cyborgs—the Fomorian Brigade—they were unstoppable, weren’t they? They didn’t tire. They didn’t rest. The only thing that stopped them was either death or if their weird suits and biological batteries ran out of power.

      Home . . .

      Carl suddenly gasped as a feeling hit him from behind, washing through him as powerfully as a tidal wave.

      Enemy! We are attacked!

      They were here, Carl knew, turning to look behind him back at the platform. He saw the Fomorian Brigade there, arriving on the platform, easily ten of them coming down the stairs and still more coming.

      “They’re here! They’ll outrun us!” Carl gasped, turning to put an extra spurt of speed into his limbs. They had already passed deeper into the same tunnel that they had come in through, the one that led towards the stalled subway car and the hidden EAC entry point.

      “There’s no time!” Mendiata was shouting as she turned and frowned at the sight beyond Carl’s shoulder.

      “Get to the edges! The edges of the tunnel!” she demanded, waving at Abrams as she held up something in her hand. A controller for the three demolition units that she had left behind them.

      “We’re too close!” Carl gasped, even though he already knew that there was nothing else they could do. He could feel the weight of the Fomorians behind him, sense their growing numbers as they must be filling the platform. More than ten. Fifteen, twenty maybe. Enough to start a seed colony. Enough to kill them all with ease.

      He threw himself to the side of the tunnel. Abrams was directing the civilians to do the same.

      “Down! Down!” Mendiata was shouting as she dove for the side of the tunnel, pressing the detonator signal as she went.

      Carl was flashing a look back behind them when it happened. He could see the mass of Fomorians spilling over the platform where they had detected Terrans and were already giving chase.

      For one horrible moment, it seemed like time itself stood still as Carl’s senses sharpened. He could make out every blank, intent stare of every Fomorian as they raced towards the tunnel.

      They all appeared to be staring at him.

      And then the image changed. It inverted, became a negative of itself, and every body was turned white, and every light turned black.

      WHOOOMPH!

      Carl saw the brilliant flash, completely blinding him even through his suit in the split second before his suit registered it.

      
        
        Warning!

      

      

      Everything was a blinding light, and then he was hit by a wave of force that he had no name for. It wasn’t a wind, a gale, or a flame, just—energy itself. He was pushed backwards, grinding deeper into the gravel of the tunnel floor. His hearing instantly turned into the high whine of tinnitus static.

      And then, finally, came the flame and heat. The inferno rushed over him, flared briefly in a fiery back draft that ran up the tunnel ahead of them.

      “The civilians! Are they alright?!” were Carl’s first words as he raised his head, feeling the ache in his muscles where he had tensed.

      His next thought was to look back at the sight of the detonation. It had been transfigured into a vision of hell. There were burning gobbets of red and orange and black, and everywhere, there was smoke.

      “We’re good. A lot of burns, but good!” Abrams said, already heaving some of their charges to their feet as they coughed and gasped.

      Enemy! Why do you do this to us . . . !?

      The thought hit Carl in the back of the head so powerfully that it was like someone had struck his suit. He gasped, turning around.

      To see burning, blackened shapes starting to rise from the floor. Not as many as there had been before, certainly—and not as strong or as functional as they had been before—but they were still there.

      The remains of the Fomorian unit started to rise on burned and damaged legs and lurch towards them, their prey.

      “Run,” Carl whispered, his heart racing in horror. “RUN!”
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      They were outpacing them, but only barely. Carl felt pain ripple up his side as he struggled to push himself onwards and forwards, and he bared his teeth inside his suit—wishing that his designer physiology wasn’t so unreliable.

      “Still coming!” Mendiata was shouting over their suit-to-suit comms as she cast a glance behind them. Carl could hear her audible hiss of alarm.

      She had allowed herself to fall back, Carl thought, knowing that she could have pushed herself faster if she had wanted to.

      Was she holding herself back for him?

      Carl also could have told her that the Fomorians were still coming behind them, too, had she known to ask. She didn’t—which was something that he was grateful for.

      The ex-WarDog swore that he could feel the Fomorians behind them, their malevolent, ceaseless hunger. Their unstoppable desire to keep on moving, to keep on expanding—to eat.

      Or the xenovirus, he clarified as he forced his knees higher, causing his stride to lengthen as far as it could. Because that’s what was really happening, wasn’t it? It was the xenovirus itself that he was sensing. Its hunger. Its will to survive.

      Home . . .

      As if summoned, he felt the wave of longing and—hurt? Carl gasped in the face of such depth of feeling. The sensation brought with it a knowledge of vast, incredible distances over a millennium of stars. Between systems—between galaxies, even?

      “Carl!?” Mendiata was at his side, her hand at his elbow and pulling him along as he stumbled, unaware that he hadn’t only stalled—he had almost stopped.

      “C’mon, move!” she yelled, her eyes wide with worry. “Are you hurt?”

      Of course, Carl almost threw back as a flare of annoyance ran up his spine. His suit was almost as good as trashed, so it was obvious that he was hurt inside of it, wasn’t it?

      “I’m fine,” he hissed, once again throwing himself forward—although he could feel the Fomorians—the xenovirus—behind him getting closer and closer.

      It is them, isn’t it? he knew. It was their feelings trying to make him slow down, to make him turn around and . . . join them . . .

      “Here! I found it!” Abrams was shouting from somewhere up ahead, although Carl couldn’t see him. They had reached the still subway car, lit by the wash of suit lights and hand-held flashlights that some of the civilians had. Most of the civilians were clustered around the front of the subway, looking warily back at the last two remaining, racing Pillarmen.

      
        
        Suit-to-suit transmission / (Cpt) ABRAMS . . . ACCEPTED

      

      

      All at once, a small holo window appeared and shrank on the top right of Carl’s visor screen, showing a shaky image of a depressed alcove door in the crowded space between subway and wall. There was a series of emergency signs laser-etched onto the steel and a heavy, mechanical wheel that he was turning. With an audible heave, the wheel creaked under the captain’s hands, and the steel door popped open with a release of dust and air, revealing a hidden steel stairway beyond, leading down.

      “We’re in, but it’s going to take time to get everyone inside.”

      “And it doesn’t look secure,” Mendiata snarled, skidding to a halt before the subway car and spinning around, already raising her rifle.

      There! The attackers! There!

      Carl could feel the presence of the Fomorians against the back of his mind. Getting closer, much closer. It was laced with an edge of hungered excitement, and when he concentrated, he could sense the thinking behind it.

      A feeling like transformation, about joining—since the Fomorians would inevitably attempt to infect them and add them to the viral collective—and about winning.

      “It’ll take too long!” Mendiata was hissing, sighting down the rifle and taking potshots back behind them.

      Hss!

      Carl twitched as his own body reacted, feeling the strike of the bullets against a metal flesh that wasn’t his own. It appeared that the Fomorians could feel no pain—but the alien virus that they contained knew exactly what was going on.

      Carl slowed. Everything appeared to slow as he saw the slow tracer rounds fired by the specialist shooting past his legs with expert aim. He could see where Mendiata was kneeling by the side of the subway car and the press of Cornell civilians on the other side, attempting to cram themselves nearer to Abrams’ door to the EAC bunker.

      It is going to take too long, Carl thought, turning in slow motion to see the distant shapes of the Fomorians running and lurching towards them. As he watched, another of Mendiata’s bullets shot through the dark air and struck one, spinning the mutant around before they shudderingly took another step forward, and another, and broke into a staggering run towards them.

      The back of Carl’s mind was laced with growing anger and resentment now, and he did not know if it was his own or from the alien virus.

      “They’ll get here before we’re all clear,” Carl said, raising his own rifle to start aiming just as Specialist Mendiata was, but for some reason, his finger hesitated over the metal trigger.

      There weren’t a large number of the Fomorians in front, and the others were following behind. Three, he saw, with perhaps another six or seven behind.

      And two is enough to almost completely destroy my suit, Carl grimaced. At the same time, he knew what he had to do.

      It was his job as a WarDog, after all—it was his to do, and he knew how to do it.

      “Abrams—these EAC bunkers are all over the underground network, correct?” Carl asked.

      “Yes! But so what? Keep moving! We have to get below!” the captain was snarling as the small image showed a line of civilian heads pushing and jostling their way down the stairs ahead of him.

      I can stop it. I can do something about this. I can save them! Carl clung to the thought desperately in the face of the alien feelings that washed through and over him.

      “Send me the map. The one that Tucker sent you,” Carl said, turning to walk back towards the Fomorians.

      “Carl—what the frack are you doing!?” Mendiata shouted, echoed by Abrams over their suit-to-suit comms.

      “Sebastian! Report, now!”

      “I can buy you time. Enough to get the civilians inside, and Mendiata can solder the door,” Carl said. “Then I’ll make for the next EAC bunker. I can do it,” he said, although he wasn’t entirely sure if he believed it himself.

      It took two of us to take down the last two Fomorians, and they almost killed both Abrams and me.

      “That’s insane! Get back here!” Abrams snapped.

      “You know I’m right. I’m a WarDog, Captain,” Carl heard himself say simply.

      “This is what I do.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Distance to target: 50 feet and closing . . .

      

      

      Carl was running, no—charging. He wished that his reticent biology would respond, but it stubbornly wouldn’t. Somewhere inside of him, he could feel the dormant chemicals of his own dregs of xenovirus lodged in his adrenal glands. He could feel their pregnant possibility as he struggled to activate them but knew that they were sluggish. Unready.

      Too soon, he thought as he lengthened his stride, forcing himself to run straight towards the first of the three Fomorians in the lead.

      I’m going to have to do this the old-school way, he thought as he ran, releasing a last round of shots from his heavy tactical rifle before . . .

      
        
        Distance to target: 25 feet and closing . . .

      

      

      Carl raised the rifle in both hands, intending to swing it like a club—when the first Fomorian raised their forearm at the same time, pointing the cybernetically attached forearm gun they had there straight at him.

      “Urk!” the old WarDog snarled, throwing himself to one side as a scatter of bullets sprayed at him.

      
        
        Warning! Suit Impact!

        Left Shoulderplate (Outer Plate) . . . COMPROMISED

      

      

      Carl felt the strike against the rounded half-moon of his Exalted suit’s shoulderplate. It was like being hit by a sledgehammer as he spun, using the momentum to throw himself forward once more, faster, further . . .

      
        
        Distant to target: 3 yards and closing . . .

      

      

      He swung his rifle as he straightened up from his lunge, knowing that the Fomorian was racing ahead towards him too. He wielded his rifle like it was a baseball bat, rising from his leap with one great, haymaker strike . . .

      That hit the Fomorian on the side of the body with a deafening clang and squeal of metal.

      It wasn’t enough to damage them. Of course, it wasn’t. He was only using a rifle as an improvised weapon, after all—he didn’t think that it would actually do any damage to the alien cyborg.

      So, Carl was surprised when he heard the crunch of metal as the strike connected and when the Fomorian was thrown backwards by the force of the blow, flung against the wall of the tunnel itself. Carl skipped and tried to recover his balance as his arms shook, and his shoulders ached. His rifle had been fractured along the barrel and was now dropping pieces of its outer casing, useless.

      
        
        Transmission Protocol / (Cpt) ABRAMS / . . . ACCEPTED

        Warning! Enemy approaching!

      

      

      His suit blipped at him, downloading the map of the EAC system at the same time as it warned him of the Fomorian’s imminent arrival. He looked up just in time to see the nearest of the two Fomorians closing on him. This one, too, was charging with one arm raised, but their forearm gun had been twisted and wrecked in Mendiata’s explosion. Half of their body looked as though it was partially melted and slagged.

      They were still one of the Fomorian Brigade, however, and Carl knew that meant they were dangerous enough. He reacted the best he could with a hand gesture that his suit would interpret.

      
        
        Activating Outer Plate (Exalted) . . .

      

      

      Carl heard the grinding whirr as, all over his body, the outermost layer of the armor plate extended and raised, flaring four or five inches in the air and most prominent around his chest, shoulders, and back. It would make him look like a porcupine and work to repel and catch any blows as they hit, guiding them away from his body.

      
        
        Suit impact!

      

      

      And then the first Fomorian hit, thumping down hard with a metal forearm smash that Carl managed to dodge just in time.

      “Ach!”

      The blow hit his raised shoulder plates instead, crumpling them and driving them closer to his actual shoulder. At the same time, he swung the remnants of his rifle at the Fomorian’s head.

      The half-slagged cyborg didn’t even bother to dodge or parry as Carl battered him on the face with his ruined Pillarman rifle. There was a scrape of sparks, leaving brilliant silver scratches across their skullcap of cyborg metal—but the creature grimly ignored this, instead raising a hand for another downward smash.

      Quick, but not precise, Carl had a moment to think—as he threw out his hand.

      
        
        Warning!

      

      

      His hand caught the Fomorian’s downward smash, and it was like trying to catch a flung hammer with one hand. Metal clashed, and Carl was forced to one knee under its weight as he once again hammered the Fomorian with his own broken rifle—for nothing.

      The Fomorian was stronger than he was, a lot stronger than Carl was without the added assistance of his WarDog chemicals. But he clung onto the Fomorian’s wrist as it struggled against him, driving him backwards across the gravel of the subway tunnel.

      Carl dropped the rifle, which was having about as much effect as hitting the creature with a damp fish.

      
        
        Warning! Enemy detected . . .

      

      

      

      His suit blipped another warning. The third Fomorian ahead of the others was just about to round the shoulder of the second while the first that he had thrown against the wall had already pushed back up to standing.

      Frack!

      He hadn’t succeeded in defeating even one of them, and there were still seven or eight more lurching towards him.

      Home! Enemy! Attack!

      The waves of the viral sensation were washing over him, filling his mind in turns with equal amounts of anger and hunger. He felt that WarDog part of him, the ever watchful, ever angry part of him, start to awaken in response to the threat.

      But there were too many. He hadn’t succeeded . . .

      
        
        Warning!

      

      

      The third Fomorian was rounding the shoulder of the second before him, and the first was rounding on him from behind. Carl knew that he had to think of something fast.

      Acting more on instinct than tactics, Carl twisted, still holding onto the lowering fist of the second Fomorian—he was no longer pushing but pulling it—straight into the path of the second. There was a crash and a confusion of metal bodies. Carl let go, spun . . .

      And slashed his blade across the head of the first advancing Fomorian. It wasn’t enough to defeat or halt that one, but that wasn’t what Carl was after at all.

      The first Fomorian stumbled back, giving him just enough time to break free, turn to the half-rising second one and lash out with the metal boot of his Exalted suit, striking them in the chest to once again collapse against the third.

      And then Carl was jumping clear as the three Fomorians were struggling and staggering back to their feet.

      Because that is the point, isn’t it? he thought as he started to jump backwards, breaking into a run that wasn’t as fast as it could be, which was precisely what he meant to do.

      Carl saw the subway car ahead of him and saw that all the civilians and his Pillarman team had disappeared and were nowhere to be seen.

      Good.

      
        
        Warning! Enemy approaching!

      

      

      The three leading Fomorians were only a few yards behind him as Carl ran, making sure that he was outpacing them, but only by a little. He chose the other side of the subway car to throw himself down, slapping the side of it with his metal gauntlets to pull himself along as the Fomorians followed.

      All he had to do was draw them away. To get them to chase him, not the others.
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      Cornell 1 Space Station

      

      “Ready . . . ready . . .”

      Tucker eyed the monstrous behemoth before him in the way that a cat might eye an eagle. It was prey. It was impossibly large prey that would probably kill him—but it was still prey.

      His first action after his suit had repowered was to set the Pegasus to silent running—cancelling all possible outgoing signals and frequencies that might give away his position.

      Within moments, the Pegasus had shielded all its energetic outflows, its engines had dimmed, and its communication array had turned itself off.

      The Palacian mother ship ahead could still detect her movement, of course, but Tucker was being careful about that too.

      He nudged the control lever the slightest amount, allowing a microburn from the rear thruster to nudge the Pegasus into a short spin, turning around and spinning in place just like it was a piece of dead craft.

      He barely tapped the other way to halt, pointed straight at the Palacian mothership.

      This one, the third of them all, had been hanging back from the direct conflict, Tucker saw. It was a classic move. It could both fire its rockets from this distant vantage point at the Cornell 1 Space Station and also keep itself safe from direct attacks.

      One of the Palacian mother ships had already been scuppered, the technical specialist saw, noticing it was oddly dark and slowly turning in place. He wondered if it had been hit by the same interference jamming wave that he had, making it easy pickings for the remaining Terran fighters and rockets.

      Either way, that meant there were two Palacian mother ships left on the field, and Tucker was edging towards one.

      He had to be close. He had to give them as little warning as possible. He knew that as soon as he fired, it would alert the command deck to his presence. Then he would have the firepower of an entire mother ship, staffed with a couple hundred and home to six or seven fighter craft, waged against him.

      So. The shot had to be perfect. And it had to be fast . . .

      The Cornell 1, visible in the distance against the bright glow of its own mother planet, was already pocked with blackened scars and girded with a halo of debris. She was huge, but she wouldn’t be able to stand for much longer.

      
        
        Target acquired . . .

      

      

      The automated targeting computer of the Pegasus was jerking and wobbling as the triangle holo of flashing orange appeared over the screen. It hovered directly over the burning blue-and-white glare of the mother ship’s main reactor vents.

      Dammit! Tucker whispered. There was too much signal interference from the mother ship engines themselves. He knew that many reactors were purposely built with jammers and interference so that they would scatter any targeting computers that sought them out.

      “I’ll have to do this myself,” he decided. He grabbed the manual fire control lever. The targeting vector blinked and whirled across the screen as he brought it up before him.

      “Access all missiles, activate position,” Tucker whispered as a cascade of alerts slid through the air on his right.

      
        
        Forward missiles (4) . . . READY

        Reserve missiles (4) . . . ACTIVATING

        Rear missiles (2) . . . STAND BY

      

      

      Tucker considered whether to add the heavy forward gatling guns to that list but decided against it. They wouldn’t do anything if the missiles couldn’t. He knew that firing everything he had would leave him with only the gatling guns—which were, technically, miniature missiles but known as gatling guns because of their small caliber.

      “I’ve only got one shot at this anyway,” he thought, trying his best to keep the tracking vector lined up with the engine. It was difficult. Both the interference from the engines and the movement of both vessels tried to pull it off course at every moment.

      And he would only have a second to fire. Tucker took a deep breath.

      He wondered where the captain was, where Mendiata was, where Carl was. Had they survived? In the distance, the bright curve of the planet Cornell was ruined by a smear of dust and shadow—the smokes from whatever battle was raging.

      He could be the last of the Alpha Team, Tucker realized at that moment.

      “Then I’d better make it count,” he whispered before licking his lips and . . .

      “Open missile ports,” he said. As soon as each of the three missile groups flashed from standby orange to green, there was another, larger incoming alarm.

      
        
        Warning! Enemy tracking detected!

      

      

      There was a sudden flash of red through the air as the Palacian mother ship scanned him, alerted by his weapon ports opening.

      Tucker twitched the trigger handle just a hair to the right and then squeezed the firing trigger. At his right, the screen flashed.

      
        
        FIRE ALL . . .

        FIRE ALL . . .

        FIRE ALL . . .

      

      

      He felt the floor and the body of the Pegasus tremble and rock as, from his nose, the first four missiles burst forward. They were followed by the second four, and the final, low-slung two at the rear of his hull.

      The missiles were thrown forward on powerful gasps of burning plasma into space, spearing straight towards the Palacian mother ship as Tucker’s screen flared with alarms.

      
        
        Warning! Weapons systems detected!

        Warning! Weapons lock!

      

      

      Tucker grabbed the flight handles, pulling back at the same time as he kicked out on the foot levers—while his deadly gifts were thrust ahead of him.

      The first four were the truest, firing straight and fast to the engine reactor vents of the Palacian mother ship. But that made them also the most vulnerable, and Tucker threw the Pegasus into a fast, desperate turn. His eyes slid to the vector map, showing the first four missiles starting to explode into perfect circles of radiance. The mother ship’s automated flak systems flung debris around the reactors, disorienting and catching the first wave of missiles.

      
        
        Warning! Weapons fired!

      

      

      But now, in the next heartbeat, Tucker had his own problems to contend with. The mother ship had fired against him, multiple missiles shooting out of weapons ports—just as his second group of four struck the mother ship’s reactor vents.

      
        
        Warning . . .

      

      

      There was a flash of light from somewhere below him. The missiles had hit, overcoming the armored shells and rupturing the exhaust pipes and the inner shielding of the plasma reactor . . .

      Just in time for the final two missiles to strike, going further than the ones before had and intensifying the explosion so that it caused a continual cascade of chain reactions that spread through the craft in minutes.

      The Palacian mother ship that had been so secure in its rear position was now suddenly the epicenter of its own miniature supernova. A brilliant white light eclipsed its main body, holding bright and brilliant before it started to fade.

      A blue wave shot out ahead of it, bursting the white light and racing outwards in a shock wave of burning energy.

      This blue wave of decaying particles easily took out the missiles that the Palacian craft had fired against Tucker—miniature explosions of scintillating white that looked small and inconsequential, like festive baubles before the destruction behind it.

      
        
        Warning!

      

      

      Tucker’s Pegasus was reeling as he gave everything that he could to his own engines, allowing them as much power as they needed to race back from the sight of the battle.

      With the giant blue energy wave racing behind him, the Pegasus started to shake as the first shockwave hit it.

      “Argh!” Tucker snarled as his ship was tossed to one side, spun over. He was flung back and forth in his pilot’s seat as the view of the planet and the space station ahead of him swam and whirled. The only thing stopping the technical specialist from smashing his brains out on the console glass was the webbing of his seatbelt—and even then, he felt his chair straining as fibers tore and broke. He bit his lip and tasted blood.

      But behind him, the Palacian mother ship had been destroyed. The initial brilliant star of its explosion had faded completely, revealing that its entire rear half was now just a shattered, blackened, and torn-open tatter of metal and fraying parts. There were secondary and tertiary explosions racing up towards the prow of the vehicle, each one causing it to shudder and shake as it slowly came apart.

      Tucker had taken out an entire mother ship by himself.

      That meant there was only one other one, plus about ten Palacian fighter craft still to go . . .
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      Supreme Complex, Cornell Eastern Seaboard

      

      Where is it! Where is it!?

      Carl ran, his body feeling elastic and stretched thin. He felt his blood glimmer with what scant few alien molecules his own strange biology could give him. It was enough for him to not feel the exhaustion—but it wasn’t enough for him to feel the euphoria or the rage.

      And with the experience of over six years as a WarDog, he knew that this state wouldn’t last. With any luck, it was a precursor to his own mutant chemicals getting released—but that was not guaranteed. It could merely be a flare before a deeper, lasting fatigue set in.

      The Fomorians were behind him, and the pack of three had been joined by the rest—at least that part of his plan had worked. He was now being chased by ten or more of the cyborg warriors. There was literally no way that he would be able to defeat them by himself.

      But at least they aren’t going for Abrams and Mendiata and the others, he thought as he hurried along the tunnels as fast as he could, his suit lights revealing the dark tracks ahead of him.

      
        
        Target reached!

      

      

      His suit blipped as he arrived at the first of the available EAC entrances.

      Or where it should be, anyway, but . . .

      “There’s nothing here!” he gasped to himself.

      In truth, there was something there, but it really wasn’t what he was hoping for. The wall which should hold another of the steel bulkhead doors had been patched and rebuilt, covered over with a smooth layer of concrete where, clearly, the subway wall had been rebuilt at some point.

      No EAC entrance. Carl skidded to a startled halt and heard the sound of scampering, hammering metal feet coming up behind him.

      “No—stars!” he swore, looking around. A little way ahead was the edge of another subway station, and this one even had flickering lights still on.

      It would have to work. Carl broke into a charging run as the Fomorians merely got closer behind him, and now, a scatter of bullets hit the floor behind him and at his feet.

      Where is the next one?

      His eyes scanned the map, seeing that there were indeed other EAC bunkers dotted here and there across the old city map—but the next nearest was much further away than this one. And it appeared to be at a right angle to this one—not where the subway tunnel was headed at all.

      Carl saw the subway platform arriving on his right. There were the stairs that would lead up to the surface—if, indeed, the roof of the subway entrance hadn’t collapsed like the last one.

      What other choice do I have? Carl growled to himself. Face ten Fomorians alone!?

      Wondering if he was making the worst decision of his life, he flung himself at the platform, grabbing its edge to haul himself up and over in a roll. He scrabbled to his feet as he saw the flash of silver in the darkness and the red glow of eyes.

      
        
        Warning!

      

      

      There was another scatter of bullets across the platform as the Fomorians appeared. Carl made to jump towards the stairs.

      
        
        Suit impact!

      

      

      “Ach!” he hissed as one of the bullets slammed into his leg, exploding as it hit the reinforced layers of metal in his heavy tactical suit. It was enough to send him sprawling on the ceramic tiles and skidding to the foot of the stairs.

      “Dammit, dammit—dammit!” Carl was hissing and spitting as he felt his leg start to throb with pain. He wondered how bad it was but refused to give himself the time to look down at his foot—in case he saw blood leaking out all over the platform.

      He pushed himself up, looked at the stairs, and knew they were too much.

      But this place has electricity. That means . . .

      Right next to him was the lift. He hit the button and turned around, flattening himself against the door as the Fomorians started to emerge, stumbling from the tunnel. He could see their upper bodies over the level of the platform edge—but they immediately located him, turning in one movement like a flock of birds towards him.

      Home. Enemy. Kill!

      Carl was hit with the wave of emotion as he felt the thrumming arrival of the subway lift behind him. They were racing towards the platform edge, grabbing at its lip like he had—to pull themselves over.

      
        
        Distance to target: 15 feet and closing . . .

      

      

      “Wait!” Carl shouted as the first to arrive on the platform raised a gun arm towards him.

      “Home!” Carl shouted, trying to throw into it every ounce of feeling, longing, loss, and desperation that was being flung at him too. He didn’t know what he was doing or how, but he knew that if they opened fire, then his ruined suit wouldn’t be able to withstand another hail of bullets.

      I am like you!

      He wanted to divert them, to confuse them, to distract them.

      In that instant, Carl thought about Fodova and Jadakar, about his old friends in Alpha Fireteam, 6th Battalion of the old UTA Infantry.

      I am lost, too, and a long way from home—wherever home ever is . . . or was.

      Carl threw all of these mixed-up feelings into one angry, desperate shout of “Home!” and flung it at the Fomorians that were rising and pouring over the platform at him.

      Just as the door to the lift behind him opened, and he fell backwards.

      But for a brief second, he was sure that the Fomorians had halted. That they had seized and remained still as the xenovirus inside of them tasted the psychic airs and tried to guess what was before it.

      Carl fell backwards, landing in the lift and quickly jamming a thumb for the top, the ground floor. The doors slowly closed—and the Fomorians broke into movement, this time opening fire on his position as the doors closed.

      Carl flinched against the corner of the door. He saw bullets impact and rupture the metal inwards, and the Fomorians outside raced ahead, towards him.

      But the door closed, and the lift jerked upwards awkwardly, the walls echoing and hammering with the sound of their fists.

      What was that!? But Carl was left wondering about what he had just seen. What he had just done, as the lift continued to rise upwards on creaking, protesting wires.

      Had he just managed to communicate back to the xenovirus?

      Carl was still pondering his recent interaction as the lift arrived at its destination a scant few minutes later.

      Well, it almost arrived at its destination. The lift doors attempted to open, but only managed to get half open before jamming, revealing that the lift was stuck halfway between floors with the floor of the ground level of the subway cutting across the doorway.

      “Wonderful,” Carl grimaced—but he would take that outcome any day over a horde of angered mutant cyborgs. He grabbed the door, and with the assisted strength of his mechanical Exalted suit, easily shoved them open wider, before grabbing the floor itself and lifting.

      
        
        Augmenting suit strength . . .

      

      

      He felt the inner servomechanisms that ran up and down his spine suddenly tighten and take the strain as the metal muscles of his suit aided him. He hauled his heavy bulk to the ground floor and rolled forward.

      “Ack!”

      Carl hissed in pain as something white hot surged up his foot.

      Oh yeah, he remembered. My injured foot. This time, he couldn’t stop himself from looking down. Just above his ankle, there was a ruptured section of plate where a bullet from one of the Fomorian arm guns had managed to strike almost dead on, rupturing and tearing the edge of the outer plate and causing it to crack.

      A shard of his own suit had plunged inwards, and every time he moved, he felt a wave of pain surge up through his leg and make his bone feel funny.

      “No, no, no . . .” Carl thought, forcing himself to his feet, only for the pain to once again surge through him and force him to his knees.

      Ahead of him, he could see that the ground floor of the subway was really an open building on the ground level of the street. Out there at the far end of a long, wide room, he could see the gray light of outside, past turnstiles. Between that and this, there was a series of glass-faced shops and booths, and this area clearly doubled as a shopping emporium.

      The ground before him was obscenely shiny, the thought struck Carl. He once again tried to stand up, but a wave of pain had him seeing stars. He managed to get to his feet, but he wondered if he would be able to move much faster than a hop at all.

      The ceilings of this place still had their baroque-styled light fittings above, strangely unfallen despite the massive bomb that had been dropped on this city.

      
        
        Target acquired! Redirecting . . .

      

      

      And there, suddenly arriving as a holo on his screen, was the next EAC bunker, straight ahead and out of this station. When he turned his head to look back at the distant exit to the platforms below, his vision was overlaid with the arrival of fast-moving orange blips.

      
        
        Warning! Enemy signals detected . . .

      

      

      “That must be the Fomorians,” Carl whispered. They had been forced to use the much slower stair route.

      Stupid cyborgs, the WarDog growled as he tried to stumble forwards as fast as possible.

      “Ach! Stars dammit!” he hissed as his leg started to give way with the pain. He tumbled down and was forced to land on both hands like he was practising for the start of a sprint.

      The warning enemy orange blips only got closer and closer.

      There was nothing else he could do except . . . Carl growled in frustration and hit the medical module on the side of his belt. It popped open, revealing spare packs of bandages and a series of minute buttons over tiny icons. Most of his first aid needs were performed by the suit itself. Carl knew that it should have already delivered localized painkillers to the site of his foot wound. The fact that they weren’t working meant that the little delivery sprays and nozzles against his skin had probably been broken.

      “That leaves the harder drugs,” he thought. He clicked all three buttons on the side of the nodule and gritted his teeth as he felt tiny pinpricks of pain against his neck.

      He didn’t like to use this method because it was considered pretty unreliable when used on one of the WarDogs—and, as an Exalted, he had been reminded to only use it as a last resort.

      His strange, altered body chemistry reacted uniquely to stimulants and activators, which was precisely what he was giving his body now.

      And not only that—but these phials and auto-injectors that had been installed in his Exalted suit held trace microdoses of the “Exalted” serum that had been refined from the WarDog process.

      Basically, he was about to give himself another dose of the very stuff that had turned him into a mutant.

      Which is also the same stuff that came from the xenovirus, Carl thought as he felt the first wave of the chemicals hit his bloodstream like a kick to the head.

      This is a really bad idea, he managed to think. Then his eyes screwed tight, and he felt his muscles start to shake and tremble like he was in the thrall of some terrible addiction. His nervous system felt like it was on fire, and his body ached worse, not better.

      
        
        Warning! Enemy approaching . . .

      

      

      The Fomorians were rounding the stairwell. Carl felt the pain evaporate, replaced with a steady, raging stream of excitement—and fury.

      Enemy. Attack. Kill!

      He was standing now, all memory of the previous pain forgotten as he turned to glare at the approaching, lurching Fomorian Brigade.

      You want to try!? A part of him hurled at the Fomorians as if they were nothing but petty marionettes or puppets, nothing compared to his terrible level of skill.

      
        
        Warning! Distance to enemy target: 10 yards and closing . . .

      

      

      No—no—no!

      But there was another part of him, the human part of the Exalted WarDog that was named Carl Sebastian and was listening to the alarms of his heavy tactical suit and could see that there were still far too many of the Fomorian approaching. More than he could comfortably fight, no matter how pumped he was.

      Move it! he demanded of himself, thinking of what Captain Abrams would be bellowing at him—and Jadakar before him.

      The WarDog sprang into action, leaping away from the oncoming Fomorians as they started to chase after him—and this time, despite the piece of jagged metal that was sticking into his own ankle, Carl ran faster than he had ever run before.

      The tiny dose of xenovirus was starting to filter through his body, through his blood, carried in his cells and finding the secrets of his DNA.

      Unknown to Carl, tiny black cilia flared from the strange viral compounds. They met his strands of DNA, latching here and there in very specific places, joining, matching, overlaying—and changing.

      As he ran, the Exalted WarDog felt his senses growing sharper. His hearing inside his suit sharpening, his eyes picking up every glint of reflected light on the marble. He saw the scatter of debris and rubble across the entrance, blown in from the outside, and the flutter of torn rags and paper trapped under a pile of rubble outside.

      Carl could feel a cool, enlivening strength fill his limbs and body as he stretched and ran, pushing himself to leap over the ticket stands at the entrance to the subway and easily outpacing the coming Fomorians.

      And to charge, completely unaware—straight into a surprised unit of Palacian soldiers. They looked up in shock at him, and the Exalted WarDog started to laugh, activating his forearm blades as he leapt.
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      In the depths of the subterranean world underneath the ruined city, a retinue of faces were tired, weary, and scared.

      “Any word?” whispered Specialist Mendiata as she looked over at Captain Abrams. Both of their faces were underlit by the soft white glow of their heavy tactical suits.

      She watched as the captain paused, checking his own array of command-level communications before shaking his head quickly and certainly.

      They hadn’t heard from Corporal Sebastian, and his suit wasn’t showing up on their sensors, meaning either they had limited range down here—or the unthinkable had happened.

      He’s dead, Mendiata thought, suddenly struck by the intrusive image so hard that it made her pause for a breath.

      Certainly, Specialist Mendiata was used to such things. She had been a Pillarman for almost ten years now. She had been selected out of her previous special infantry role thanks to her unconventional and even controversial tendency to blow things up first and ask questions later. It wasn’t that the supersecret special forces of the United Terran Alliance had a penchant for devastating violence or insubordination, but Mendiata had the impression that every Pillar she had met had some sort of unconventional beginning.

      Her superiors had noticed something about her, something that pushed through to get the job done, even if it was unconventional.

      Which is why I am here, I guess. The Demolitions Specialist looked up and around at where the captain had led them. Down through twisted and cramped tunnels and stairs that wormed through the bones of the city all the way to this place, where the stairs ended in a small room with a heavy steel door preventing further access.

      EMERGENCY ACCESS COMMS was etched across the steel in large lettering. There was an access control board by the side of the door with a variety of ways to gain or deny access. She saw a number pad, a small eye scanner, a fingerprint lock.

      “Captain Abrams identifying,” the ever-large superior said to the small microphone for a small light to flash orange and then a refusing red.

      
        
        Emergency access denied . . .

      

      

      Their results flickered across their suits, showing that this place did still have its own reserve power, at least—and a transmitter synced to the military frequencies.

      “Fine,” Abrams growled, “I’ll try my service code.” He tapped a series of quick numbers into the keypad.

      
        
        Emergency access denied!

        You have failed authorization. We have alerted local security authorities.

      

      

      “Good luck with that,” Mendiata found herself whispering. She wondered just what that would mean. The local security services were probably all fighting the Palacian invaders or already dead.

      Abrams squinted at the door several more seconds, then hissed in annoyance.

      “Fine. Mendiata? She’s all yours,” he said in disgust as the specialist stepped forward, knowing exactly what he meant. She unlocked modules from her utility belt, opening them to reveal strings of small units packed into protective foam sealant. Local explosives used to take down doors and power centers.

      The only problem was that the seal and rims of the door were set back into a larger frame of concrete: highly brittle but too dense for anything she had. She would hardly be able to make much of an impact at all.

      “Wonderful,” she whispered, looking up and down to notice that she couldn’t even see any sign of hinges or a locking mechanism. Usually, that would be what she would go for—targeting the mechanisms that would either unlock the door or hold it in place, circumventing the need for security locks.

      “Well, this is going to be a doozy.” She whistled, settling on the only available option.

      “The floor?” Abrams watched as she worked, kneeling before the door to install a line of the small modules, carefully connecting their wires. Then, when a thick line of modules was in place, she connected a transmitter.

      
        
        (Cpl) MENDIATA / Ready demolitions device:

        Timer? Y/N

        Radio detonation Y/N?

        Two-part authorization? Y/N?

      

      

      A series of commands appeared on the holos of her visor screen, and she quickly ticked and alternated through them as she turned, ushering Abrams and the rest back.

      “Yes, the floor. I have no clear idea exactly where the door seal is. They did a good job constructing this place, but I’m guessing that if we apply enough force to one edge, we’ll be able to break the seal and weaken the structure.”

      “You’re guessing?” Abrams said. The grate in his voice indicated what he was thinking: they didn’t have time for guesswork. There was no way to go back now, not with a contingent of Fomorians roaming up there somewhere.

      “Call it my best calculated prediction,” Specialist Mendiata offered before looking up at the worried, scared, and dirty faces of the civilians that they had saved.

      “Now, I need everyone to climb back up. Keep on going until you hear a fracking loud bang!” she said, before thinking to herself: And let’s just hope that it doesn’t bring the entire tunnel down on us . . .

      Mendiata had used more modules than she would normally. She figured it was an emergency security bunker designed for the most disastrous events that any planet could withstand, and it could be at least a foot thick. There was no promise that her explosives would do anything other than scratch the door.

      “And you’re sure that . . .” Abrams mumbled as he ascended the stairs before her, only for Mendiata to counter.

      “There’s nothing certain about what we’re doing, Captain.” There was a pause, and she saw the big man’s shoulders sag slightly.

      “Well, that’s for sure.”

      Neither of them mentioned Carl or Tucker, but it was the hidden pretext under what they were saying. They might be alone on this planet now, and for all they knew—there could be an army of Palacians taking over the planet above.

      And then what do we do? The options briefly flashed through Mendiata’s mind. Perhaps they would be forced to surrender, plead for peace . . .

      Never! She felt her entire body tense at the thought. She would never surrender to the Palacians, especially not after she had seen what they did. They allowed their Fomorians to capture helpless people, transforming them into mere batteries or food or extensions of the virus.

      The Palacians are playing with a force they don’t understand, Mendiata knew. She may not talk about it, but she was with Sebastian on this. The real enemy was the xenovirus itself, wasn’t it? There was no other enemy that was as dangerous in the end. It was a sentient, alien collective that was spreading throughout the galaxy. Wherever life was, it tried to get a tentacle-hold.

      It’s bigger than the two sides in this war, Mendiata thought as she paused three flights up from the EAC room below. It was a rare moment of self-reflection, and she didn’t like it. She preferred the sudden hack-and-slash and immediacy of battle, of explosives. You knew precisely what to do, and there was a clear action to take.

      Like now, she thought, slamming her thumb through the flashing holo in the air before her.

      
        
        Warning!

      

      

      Her suit blipped at her. At the same time, there was a mighty WHOOOMPH from below, and instantly, her vision was obscured by a gust of white-and-gray smoke and dust.

      “Gah!” She felt the push of the shock wave threaten to overbalance her and throw her over the rail.

      “Hey!” Abrams’ strong arm grabbed her arm, and together they shook and trembled as the metal stairs that they stood on did too. After the dust subsided, Mendiata looked down to see that there were broken and ruined flakes of concrete littering the floor below like a carpet. When they crept down to investigate further, they saw that the steel door hadn’t been torn or rent at all—but it had been blown backwards a whole two feet, revealing ruined and twisted gears and workings in the walls.

      “No wonder that thing didn’t want to budge.” Mendiata whistled. Abrams grabbed one of the twisted railings of the stairs, handing it to her to use as a lever as he braced against what remained of the door and pushed.

      
        
        Strength augmentation: activated . . .

      

      

      Mendiata could feel all the hidden servomechanisms and metal wires running tight up and down the spine of her suit, and she could physically see how Abrams’ suit tightened and flexed in timing with his shoves.

      “Arrrgh!” He gave a roar as the metal door suddenly burst backwards, revealing an entirely empty control room.

      “But—wait, what?” Mendiata gasped. She was the first to crawl in, seeing the long avenue of computer consoles and then the open metal cupboards at the back, where nameless tins and surgical white boxes of medical supplies stood stacked.

      “They were here,” Abrams said, crawling into the room after her. He nodded at where several of the chairs had been turned over, and there was a collection of torn and discarded clothes along with rags and plates.

      “Here.” Mendiata moved to the nearest console, pointing at the flickering lights that indicated it had power. Above it was the gleaming blue crystal eye of a camera.

      “Look—there’s a camera. If we can open the records, then we can find out what happened here,” she whispered. She sat down at the desk and started waking up the system for green-and-orange holos to flash into the air before her.

      The Emergency Access Comms weren’t secured in the same way that the entrance door was. Mendiata found them completely open as they were designed to communicate in desperate times and not for silence.

      That meant that the room recorders were easy to access too.

      But what they showed, she wished that she hadn’t seen.

      “The Cornell Planetary Committee made it here,” she whispered, showing Abrams the images of the people in ragged and torn uniforms arriving. They had spent a few hours in the space, it appeared.

      “At least some of them survived the bombing and made it to the secure bunkers here. But then . . .” she replayed the last image, which showed the assembled generals, marshals, and political leaders of Cornell scattered around the room as the opposing door opened abruptly to a shout. And there, barging into the room, came a squad of Palacian soldiers.

      “Actual Palacians,” Mendiata whispered, replaying the footage which showed that the Palacians had dominated the room quickly. The senior team hadn’t been expecting it at all. The Palacians numbered easily seven or eight, versus a similar number of senior staffers inside. And the Palacians wore full body armor and held automatic heavy tactical weapons.

      “But—what? How did they find them? What happened?” Abrams said.

      Mendiata hurriedly typed, searching for adjacent cameras scattered through the tunnels outside.

      And each one showed the Palacian soldiers dragging and marshaling the senior staffers upwards, always upwards, through the corridors and tunnels of Cornell and back to the surface.

      “This wasn’t just an attack,” Mendiata heard Abrams hiss, suddenly realizing.

      “This was a capture. They intended to capture senior military command wherever they could. Probably to hold them ransom or to use them in negotiations to win the war,” the big man said darkly.
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      Carl looked up as the mist cleared from his eyes, a sudden ache in his head.

      To find that he was alone.

      Huh?

      He stood in the ruins of the city with tall piles of rubble and broken-open buildings on both sides of him and the distant pyres of smoke still rising like columns into the sky.

      A burning sky, he thought. There was another roar of rocket fire, and he saw ships racing through the air—firing at each other. Terrans and Palacians, fighting each other, but from his low vantage point, surrounded on all sides by the wreckage of the buildings, he couldn’t tell which side was winning.

      But the fightback had begun, at least, he thought grimly. He looked down to see that his busted suit was pocked with fresh scratches and scars that he didn’t remember earning and that his arm blades were slick and wet.

      Blood, he had to admit, heaving a sigh as his body shuddered. He had gone into frenzy, and he had . . .

      Enemy! Attack!

      He abruptly recalled snapshots of many faces, angry, shouting—and then screaming as he landed among them. He had attacked the unit of Palacian fighters, each in their own version of heavy tactical suits, with no weapon in his hands but the blades and his own enhanced biology.

      But . . . I don’t remember . . . he thought in confusion, slowly turning around.

      To see that he wasn’t even near the subway station anymore. Another flash, and he remembered chasing down fleeing Palacians, coming this way as they fled.

      
        
        Warning! Incoming enemy signal! . . .

      

      

      His suit blipped a warning orange sign at him, or actually, it blipped at him again. It had been flashing at him for several long moments, only he had been so deep in his battle fugue that he couldn’t remember hearing it.

      There on his suit was the warning signal and a fast-moving vector approaching him.

      
        
        Enemy tracking systems detected . . .

      

      

      Fast. Very fast, Carl thought, looking around to see nothing but broken buildings and vague, lower gullies through the rubble which might once have been streets. And the signal itself was . . .

      Too high up. Then Carl realized what it was. It was one of the Palacian fighters. It had seen him, tracked him.

      Carl turned and ran, picking the first available direction that he could see—straight towards the torn-open first floor of a building, dark inside.

      
        
        Warning! Enemy weapons system online . . .

      

      

      His metal boots hit the rubble that lay outside the building. He slipped, threw himself forwards, his hands scrabbling at the blocks of concrete and metal as he tore a way forwards, dislodging large heaps and slabs as he struggled to get to the lip of the trash mound.

      WHOOOSH!

      And threw himself inside just as something flew into the broken street behind him. He felt his back hit the hard floor, sliding . . .

      As the street outside lit up with a terrifying flash and a deep, sonorous boom that was mostly cancelled out by his suit’s sound filters. Carl felt the shockwave run up and through the building itself, causing chunks of the ceiling to shake and fall to the floor—but then the sound was gone, replaced with the flickering red glow of fires behind him.

      “Great,” Carl breathed, pausing for a moment to catch a breath before peeking back over the rubble behind him. There, in the tormented street, was a large, blackened crater spewing smoke, gobbets of stubborn red chemical fire sticking to the floor. The craft responsible, Carl could see winging away across the skies, rising higher and higher in a tight arc . . .

      “She’s going to return,” Carl knew instinctively, grating his teeth together. He knew that he had to move. His Exalted WarDog suit was based on the Pillarmen suits, so it had a small amount of digital camouflage: signal cancelling, tight-beam transmits, noise dampers and shielding around his suit’s power units—but it probably wasn’t enough when facing the heavy-duty scanners that an entire fighter craft could have.

      I have to move now! Carl pushed himself off the floor, wishing he knew where to go. He saw that he was in a wide, dark space that might have once been suites of offices in the Planetary Center complex.

      He ran, vaulting over ruined desks, chairs, and scattered filing cabinets. There were data panels, many crushed with their plasma screens shattered or splintered into a thousand pieces. He wondered just how much confidential data was lying around here—and just who was going to claim it in the end.

      It’ll be my end soon if I don’t move it! He gasped, skidding through the debris to see a bank of destroyed windows on the far side and a set of stairs leading down.

      
        
        Warning! Enemy signals detected!

      

      

      There was another flash on Carl’s sensor holo, followed by a fast-moving blip towards his location. Yes, the Palacian craft was coming back for another run on the street, presumably to do a scanner sweep of his position.

      Carl chose the stairs but only the top three were actually in existence, and then there was a dark gulf leading down.

      It would do.

      Carl jumped feet first, hoping that he wasn’t about to find something down there that was stronger or sharper than his suit could withstand right now. Except for his suit’s digital interference, the only other way to hide was to put as much heavy material between him and the enemy scanners as possible. Maybe a wall of rubble . . .

      “Ugh!” He hit the floor and rolled, seeing a scatter of hazy, dim natural light and sharper green glows. There was still power down here! he thought, although he couldn’t make out much except shadowed humps of debris everywhere.

      Carl threw himself into a sliding roll, thumping against a metal desk, and curled himself into a ball.

      
        
        Heavy Tactical Suit / (Cpl) SEBASTIAN, C

        Digital countermeasures . . . ACTIVATING

      

      

      All his holos clicked off, and Carl was thrown into the unnatural darkness of a stilled suit. He was cosseted by complete silence for a moment—and then there was a roar of sound as something struck the building.

      His suit didn’t warn him this time. Carl didn’t need a warning as the ground and walls shook, and he heard a deep, groaning sound run through the building. Hazes of dust fell like rain around him.

      They fired on the building!? Carl thought that was probably a little much, but then again, it wasn’t any of his business.

      He was back on his feet, his suit controls flickering as he ran, hearing the distant crashes coming from the floor above as more parts of the building started to collapse inward.

      How high is this place? Carl struggled to remember but couldn’t recall how many stories he had seen. Three? Four? Enough that, when they came down, they would crush this floor he was on.

      He ran towards the green light, seeing it filter out from a doorway to the right, revealing a large, open space on the far side.

      Filled with plants.

      Carl ran into some kind of arboretum lit by a faint green light. There were white marble tiles underfoot and collections of raised, stone beds where tall and spiky plants gathered and crowded.

      It must be some kind of indoor park, he thought, remembering that this site wasn’t just a military command but also for political and civil powers of the planet. This was probably some expensive project where they would host lectures and lobbies.

      Either way, it was all going to be destroyed or taken over with xenovirus before long.

      This place had surprisingly remained intact during and after the Palacian attack, and its preternatural silence added to Carl’s sense of caution as he hurried down the long, marble-white avenues, brushing aside the spiked leaves on either side.

      
        
        Warning!

      

      

      His suit blipped a warning a second before he saw movement ahead of him at the far end of the garden hall. There was a shape looming out from between the foliage in front of the door that clearly led out.

      And that shape was a Fomorian.
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        Warning! Enemy weapons system detected . . .

      

      

      You don’t say. Carl threw himself to one side as the scatter of Fomorian bullets tore through the space where he had been. The WarDog crashed through the foliage of the plant beds, leaping to the marble paths on the far side and turning back towards the Fomorian. There was a sudden whip of bullets sniping through the leaves, following him.

      
        
        Warning! Suit impact!

      

      

      Carl went down as one of the bullets winged him, and he felt a wave of fury clutch at his heart as he rolled.

      Enemy! Attack!

      The extra doses of the WarDog serum had altered him, a part of him knew—a small, still-rational part. They had altered and enhanced him, but also made it difficult to recall who he was. He wondered if anyone had been in the same state that he was now in . . . one of the original WarDogs who had managed to survive the war and then the persecutions and then to undergo the Exalted training too.

      And it was to that Exalted training that he turned now, recalling the fast and pressured breathing techniques that would allow him to remain in tentative control. Hopefully.

      He breathed as he bounced up from his skid, not feeling the pain in his shoulder as he heard the crashing through the spiky foliage.

      The Fomorian was following him through the gardens. Good.

      Carl ducked to one side, one hand catching the scaled bough of some kind of tree as he swung himself around, extending the blade at the same time as he lashed out.

      
        
        Suit impact!

      

      

      The Fomorian had rushed forward towards him, shoulder barging him at the same time as Carl struck. He felt his blade hit home, but then he was being thrown backwards to the floor, crashing through one of the thinner arboretum trees as they both went down.

      “Ugh!” Carl grunted, more in surprise than pain, as the effects of his new dose of WarDog serum was effectively leaving no sensations behind aside from feral, savage joy.

      He twisted on the ground—or tried to—to find that the Fomorian had grabbed onto his legs and was holding them down with one hand. They raised their gun arm and aimed straight at his head.

      No! Carl’s hand shot out, grabbing the wrist of the Fomorian as he forced the arm up and backwards, feeling the reverberation through the mutant cyborg as they fired, shooting bullets through the leaves and hidden trees.

      But as powerful as Carl’s new serum was, he still wasn’t as strong as a Fomorian cyborg. The arm stopped firing, and it slowly started to lower and lower, straight towards him once again.

      The Fomorian had stopped firing, but their arm was almost level with the top of Carl’s visor helmet, and the creature appeared to be snarling as they forced the hand down more.

      No! Carl pushed out with all his strength, at the same time forcing his other fist around in a wide arc, heading for the Fomorian’s head. The action cost him the arm as it swung towards him.

      As Carl’s fist connected, and he squeezed his own trigger to release his own forearm blade, right at the moment of impact.

      “Urk!” There was a terrible hissing sound. The Fomorian stilled, and their gun arm didn’t fire. They shuddered and then slid from the extended arm blade of Carl’s suit.

      “Ugh . . .” Carl groaned, pushing the body from him as he rolled away. He stumbled off the plant bed and staggered to his feet, cleaning the blade as he stumbled towards whatever the Fomorian had been guarding.

      There was a black grated door at the far side, and it led to the outside.

      
        
        Warning! Enemy signals detected!

      

      

      Carl hesitated at the door, freezing for a moment as he saw enemy blips on his suit’s radar—but none of them were heading in his direction. He took a breath and edged towards the grate to peer through. Beyond this building, there appeared to be a wide collection of relatively untouched buildings on the far side, separated from each other by wide spaces that might have been gardens.

      There were LED floodlights set up, scattered through the space along with stationary vehicles. Palacian vehicles. Dusk was starting to fall across Cornell already, and the WarDog wondered how long he had been on the planet’s surface now—twenty-four hours? More?

      “This is some kind of camp,” he whispered to himself, realizing that the Palacians weren’t just attacking Cornell and fleeing. They wouldn’t have endeavored to set up a camp if they planned on exiting quickly.

      There, in the distance between the buildings, Carl could make out the dark blues and black metals of a Palacian dropship. It was stationary at the moment, but he guessed that it was where a lot of the Palacian and Fomorian soldiers had come from.

      As he watched, he saw movement from one of the far buildings. A group of Palacian soldiers rushed out, hurrying, their heavy rifles in their hands. Behind them came another trio of Palacian soldiers, and in between them . . .

      Prisoners. Terran prisoners.

      “We need to get them ready for transport!” Carl’s suit microphones picked up what one of the Palacians shouted at the others.

      “Things aren’t looking good up top. We need to transport them immediately! Back to the frontier!”

      They were using normal suit-to-suit speakers, Carl realized, and he was able to pick up every word.

      “They’re going to take them off planet,” Carl snarled, his anger sparking as he saw the group cross the space to one of the other buildings, the soldiers grabbing the door and shoving them inside.

      Not on my watch, the WarDog thought.

      Carl crept through the gathering gloom, his suit on maximum stealth as he kept to the shadows and away from the fierce brightness of the Palacian LEDs.

      
        
        Warning! Enemy signals detected!

      

      

      There was a flash on his holo as a pair of shapes moved across the empty space ahead of him. Carl froze, slowly sinking into a crouch. He had no lights on in his suit, and there was enough rubble around that, as long as no light got to him, his hunkered shape could be mistaken for anything else that was scattering the floor here.

      The two Palacians walked past, a fast march that let Carl know that they were nervous about being here and wanted to move as quickly as possible.

      But the skies above were still screaming with the sound of dogfights. Every now and then, Carl could hear it. There weren’t a lot of them, it was true—and he was guessing that the Palacians had sixty or seventy percent air control.

      But still, he considered as he waited for the two guards to pass by. He rose in their shadow.

      The occasional Terran fighter swooping down through the atmosphere to attack them was surely enough to ground their dropship with its soon-to-be cargo of Terran officers.

      They want them alive, Carl knew. They want their hostages alive, and that can only mean that they plan to broker the war with them—perhaps ask the Terrans to surrender in return for their lives.

      Of course, it was something that Carl was sure that the Terrans would never do—but that wasn’t what was on Carl’s mind right now. He knew he had to try and save those Terrans because there appeared to be no one else nearby who could do it.

      The WarDog moved to the shadow of the building where the Terran officers were being held, and ghosted along to the edge.

      “. . . yeah, I don’t know either, but they say the queen herself asked for them.”

      Just as suddenly, the voices of the two guards returned. They hadn’t moved deeper into the facility as Carl had guessed. They had merely cut back around to the other side of the building, and they were going to walk straight out in front of him.

      Carl saw the look of shock on their faces as he stepped out, grabbing the first by the side of the head. He dashed it against the side of the building—the man was in a heavy military suit, so the rebound knocked him out.

      But the next soldier had a split second to take a breath.

      “Contact!” he just managed to gasp, before Carl grabbed his mouth with the metal hand of his suit and knocked him against the wall of the building, the same as his friend.

      Both of the Palacian guards lay on the floor in a comatose slump. Carl silently cursed his luck. There wasn’t a sudden swing of floodlights or the blare of alarm—did that mean that the guard’s call hadn’t been heard over their radios? Maybe he had acted just fast enough!?

      Moving quickly, he rifled through the Palacian soldier’s pockets, retrieving the ID card that he had seen them use to open the door before . . .

      There. The building itself was a simple warehouse, obviously a small storage hangar for the landing field next to it. Carl figured it must have once held flights of Terran dignitaries but was now solely occupied by the Palacian dropship. The door itself had an ugly black piece of plastic and metal attached over the handle and the door, which Carl recognized must have been brought by the Palacians themselves.

      They planned this and came prepared, he thought as he waved the ID card in front of the door. When it popped open, he discarded the card and stepped inside—to the sound of gasps and breathless, scared voices.
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      The first things that Carl noticed were:

      The room was fairly large with stacks of crates down the walls and running along the middle of the room in an avenue.

      There was a collection of huddled Terran officers down one of these avenues, and they were being guarded.

      Those guards were two Fomorians, who turned towards Carl, waking from their slumber, though they had been as still as statues before.

      
        
        Warning! Enemy signals . . .

      

      

      Carl launched himself at the first Fomorian without thinking, feeling his mouth open in a feral snarl that was more animal than it was human, more dog.

      He struck the Fomorian and shoved them back into the plastic and steel crates with a mighty crash. At the same time, he flicked out his arm blade in his other hand, intending to do to this one precisely what he had done to the last.

      “Urk!” But then, the other Fomorian grabbed his wrist, and his arm wasn’t moving. He managed to turn and look—to see that there was a Fomorian hanging onto his arm with just one arm of their own.

      Just as there was a shadow of movement from the other side of him from the thrown Fomorian.

      
        
        Suit impact!

      

      

      The cyborg that he had shoved into the wall of crates and boxes had lashed out with a clawed hand, uppercutting him in the chest with such mechanical force that Carl felt himself heave and gasp for air as he doubled over.

      But he still held onto the Fomorian’s shoulder, even as the second cyborg held onto him.

      There was another flash of movement. This time, the second mutant cyborg arm smashed him on the back.

      
        
        Warning! Suit impact!

      

      

      This time, Carl felt the crumple of his suit’s outer plate against his back, and a jolt of pain ran through him. Odd, pain—it was the first jolt of sharp pain he had felt since he had reinjected himself with the WarDog serum. He felt himself forced forwards and down once more.

      No!

      His arm was now yelling in agony, and he was sure that the grasping Fomorian intended to pull it from its socket.

      The first Fomorian lashed out once more, taking their time. This time, they delivered a knee to Carl’s bent-over face that burst the glass of his visor, hitting his cheek and making everything go dark for a brief moment.

      Enemy! We are attacked!

      “Gah!” Carl coughed and spluttered, his eyes opening once more to the white-hot breach of pain across his mind, coming from his shoulder and arm. The Fomorians were holding onto another one of his arms. They alternated their attacks against his chest or his back as they pulled, slowly but surely beating him to death.

      We are attacked! You must fight!

      But then, something even stranger happened.

      “Get off him!”

      There was a very human shout as a shape moved across his vision, lashing out to strike one of the Fomorians with the large crate that they had balanced on their hands.

      One of the Terran officers or politicians—Carl’s eyes were too blood-filled to make out which—had rushed to his aid. He flicked the blood from his eyes.

      To see the Fomorian on his right casually backhand the woman, sending her spinning backwards into the crowd of angered Terrans. Another had risen to their feet, this time a man who was clearly some kind of officer. He launched a well-aimed kick to the Fomorian’s knee.

      For the foot to bounce off the cyborg’s metal.

      But the human officer had gotten their attention, at least. The Fomorian on the right dropped Carl’s arm, flinging the WarDog into the arms of the other as they turned to confront the human general or senior command.

      The Fomorian said nothing, it just loomed.

      “Never give in!” the human roared, the fear clear on his face but rushing forwards just the same with fists raised.

      The Fomorian caught him by the throat in one lightning-fast move and then casually, almost too casually, snapped his neck.

      “No!” Carl managed to hiss, but it was no good. He was being held tight by the remaining Fomorian, almost as if this was a part of the plan, as if this was sport.

      Another of the assembled Terrans got to their feet and another. These were the military officers and superiors of Cornell, Carl could see from their uniforms. They knew that they had no chance, but they weren’t going to do nothing.

      “You’ll have to kill us all. You won’t get away with this!” one of them hissed.

      They. Enemies . . .

      Carl gasped as he heard the words clearly in his own mind, surging through his blood and his mind. It was the xenovirus, the one that lived in both his blood and in whatever strange ichor that these Fomorians had too.

      They will feed the collective, alive or dead. Enemies . . .

      It was like Carl was suddenly party to the thoughts of the Fomorians. Only they weren’t coming from the cyborg’s nonexistent higher brain functions. No, Carl realized that he was listening to the xenovirus itself. Or rather, the virus inside his own body was translating the signals and feelings that the virus in the others was giving out.

      Carl saw the Fomorian stand a little straighter and take a step towards those who would challenge it.

      It’s not going to stop, Carl thought in horror. In that place where he connected to the Fomorians, he could feel that they had concluded that there was no hope in transforming these humans into vessels for their will.

      Instead, they would be killed, and their bodies infected with the virus, their meat used to grow the next generation of spores, and so the cycle would once again continue.

      No, no—I have to stop this . . . Carl thought, but the two arms that wrapped around his were too strong, too impenetrable. He was helpless to do anything as the rest of the Terrans jumped to their feet, forming a loose semicircle around the Fomorian cyborg.

      They outnumbered it by almost twelve to one—and they were still going to lose, Carl knew.

      C’mon, c’mon! He tried to summon his anger, his rage. He tried to tap into that place where he was a WarDog first and foremost—but there was nothing. He had already spent his chemical energy, and that energy was only borrowed. He had fought the Fomorians twice, and he had taken out an entire unit of Palacian soldiers all by himself. His treacherous body was exhausted, and his foot was beginning to scream with a constant pain. He felt it stabbing not just through his leg but through his disturbing thoughts, as well.

      “For the glory of Terra!” one of the largest of the Cornell generals shouted, launching his stocky bulk into the “ring” with the Fomorian. The man lasted all of approximately seven heartbeats. They managed to trade blows, but the Fomorian cyborg was made of metal and had wire for tendons. Even a jab from one of them would be enough to break bones.

      The man fell, and Carl had to turn his eyes away. He couldn’t watch as they all died under the Fomorian fists. What good was he if he couldn’t rage?

      Home . . .

      In his misery, he was hit by that feeling once again. That feeling of sadness and loss for what he was—but not only that—for what he could have been.

      Home . . .

      Jadakar and Fodova.

      His old unit.

      Home . . .

      All those years he had spent between the wars—on the run, yes, but with joy and freedom, with the entire wide sea of space ahead of him to explore.

      Home . . .

      Mendiata, Tucker, and Abrams, the Pegasus, places where he felt as accepted as he had ever felt . . .

      Home . . .

      There was that call that ran through all of life. Everything that lived in the universe, whether mammal or reptile or bird or insect or even—fungus—they all felt that innate need to belong somewhere, to have a place they could call home.

      It was a sense of loss and longing in Carl, not his rage, that allowed him to connect to the xenovirus and which bound them together.

      Suddenly, he could see snatches of images and memories from the virus itself. Of the long float through the blackness of space, heading for the distant glow and warmth of the Milky Way galaxy, searching for a place to belong.

      And Carl could see out of the Fomorian’s eyes as they held up a struggling Terran officer by the neck, and were just about to . . .

      “Stop.”

      Carl said the word and felt it at the same time. The Fomorian fighting and the Fomorian holding him suddenly ceased. He was speaking with the authority of the virus itself, with the same feeling.

      “Not enemy,” Carl insisted, forcing the two Fomorians to drop their prisoners. Instantly, he was released and stumbled, hissing in pain a few steps away while the Cornell officer staggered back after being released.

      “Enemy,” Carl lurched out of the way, unsure how long this connection would last as he forced the Fomorians to turn to each other—and then see each other as the worst obstacle to them reaching home.

      Immediately, the two Fomorians leapt at each other, crashing together as titanic forces, pummeling with their fists and kicking at each other. They attacked furiously and swiftly, without hesitation or remorse. Carl scrabbled back, feeling the connection start to die, but the damage had already been done. Both of the Fomorians fell to the floor, locked in their final embrace.

      “Home,” Carl heard himself murmur as the Terrans gasped at the strange events, rushing to him.

      “How did you . . . ? But I don’t understand?” the officers and politicians were asking him, but their confusion did not stop them from lifting him to his feet and surrounding his body with theirs.

      “You did it!” One of them, the saved officer who had been about to have his neck broken, croaked.

      “We did it,” Carl whispered, and his heart hammered.

      Home. Home. Home.
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        * * *

      

      The Cornell survivors and the Exalted WarDog were wary as they approached the exit of the warehouse—to hear the sounds of surprised voices, gunfire, and running feet.

      There was still fire burning across the skies when Carl was the first to brave the outside, still eager to protect those inside.

      “It’s the fleets! The fleets have arrived!” one of the generals, at his side, called out. Carl had to agree: that was precisely what he was looking at. The zigzag afterburn of UTA fighter jets crisscrossed the skies, and they were aided by the sudden, burning arrival of larger ships. Larger UTA ships.

      “Get this place under control!” A voice was bellowing across their compound as Carl turned to gasp. It was a voice that he recognized, one that belonged to Captain Abrams of the Pillarman Alpha Team.

      “Cap—Captain?” Carl managed to gasp in astonishment.

      It was him. Specialist Mendiata followed behind, as well as Specialist Tucker—along with a fresh company of Terran infantry.

      “The fleets arrived just a short time ago,” Abrams said. “Almost all of the Palacians are surrendering, but this camp was the last. We knew that they had taken the Cornell officers and generals here.”

      “They did,” said the general at Carl’s side. Actually, she was half supporting Carl with one arm. “And this young man saved our lives. He stood up to two of those Fomorian mutants on his own, and I don’t know what he did or how . . .” She flickered a glance at Carl. It was conspiratorial but warm. “But he won. He defeated them, and we owe our lives to this man.”

      “Well,” Abrams said, beaming through his suit visor. Behind him, the dropships of the UTA forces fell out of the skies like angels. And the hope of home that Carl had dreamed about in those moments of connection to the xenovirus became a reality, if only for a time.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        See what happens next in Infiltration.

        amazon.com/dp/B0BRGR6QQR

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Thank You For Reading

      

      

      Thanks for reading Inner System, the sixth book in the Gene Soldier series. I hope you enjoyed reading it as much as I enjoyed writing it. I really have a lot of fun writing about the amazing technology the future holds for us, and all the possible chaos :)

      

      
        
        The next story in the series is called Infiltration and you can order it now on Amazon.

        amazon.com/dp/B0BRGR6QQR

      

      

      

      Before you check out the next book, though, it would be awesome if you left a review for me. I really enjoy reading reviews and hearing from readers.

      

      Lastly, if you would like to be notified whenever I release a new book plus learn about all kinds of special offers, you should consider signing up for our Science Fiction Newsletter. The details are on the next page. You will get a free story when you sign up.

      

      
        
        Thanks again. Now, turn the page and check out the Science Fiction Newsletter!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Sign up for our Science Fiction Newsletter

        and get a FREE short story

      

      

      
        
          [image: Warp Three: A Niakrim War Short Story]
        

      

      
        
        Canis Borg: Alien Control Agent

        Half human. Half Alien. All Attitude!

      

        

      
        fairfieldpublishing.com/sci-fi-newsletter/

      

      

      

      
        
        Sign up today!
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