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      Carl Sebastian had a knack for knowing when he had run out of time. It was pretty much when the tremors started racing up and down his limbs, bringing with them the electric sizzle of frazzled nerve endings.

      Stars be damned! The thin man with a shock of dark hair growled under his breath as he slumped against the metal pole of the transport car. He tried to look a little drunk, hoping that the other commuters of the New Persephone habitat would dismiss him as just someone a little worse for wear.

      Not now. Not here, Carl thought desperately, shoving the rictus clench of his hands back into his jacket pockets. He folded them around the smooth metal of his Pebble—the slate oval of his personal communicator.

      The problem was that these attacks could see him snarling and convulsing on the floor, his body doing its best to contort him in entirely new and very unhelpful ways.

      If he was lucky, the attack would only last a few minutes, and he would wake up curled in a ball, feeling exhausted and gasping for air. If he was unlucky, however, the commuters of New Persephone would identify him as a vet. Not just any veteran, one of the WarDogs—experimental soldiers who had been created by the United Terran Alliance and who had, every one of them, been “recalled.”

      Recalled was obviously a gross metaphor, in the polite language of twenty-second century Terran Alliance. It meant a team of black-clad Alliance Pillarmen—Special Ops soldiers without tags or identifiers—would show up at whatever shabby, low-rent tube the veteran had managed to afford and cart him off for “rehabilitation.”

      Carl had never officially heard of any of his fellow WarDogs making it out from the rehab program. They were deemed simply too dangerous, too unpredictable for civilian life.

      They were likely to go into the fist-clenching, foot-tapping, lip-drooling rage caused by the drugs and the genetic treatments they had been injected with. The psychomotor excitation and increased combat awareness that the drugs caused had been deemed very worthwhile qualities to have in a frontline soldier. The WarDogs had been pitted against the UTA’s long list of enemies, from the upstart Palace Kingdom to the pirates to the xeno life forms on colony worlds all across the frontier.

      These qualities were not deemed so great in a civilian now that the wars had been fought and won, Carl knew. At least, not in the new United Terran Alliance administration. Of course, there were mercenary companies and rich patrons with more not-exactly-legal business dealings who would love to have a WarDog on the payroll . . . but maybe that was why the new administration had sent the Pillarmen after them. Maybe that was why rehab had been created in the first place?

      “If you leave a gun lying around in the dirt, someone might just pick it up,” as his old CO, Captain Heymeyer, might have said.

      But Captain Heymeyer was a long time gone now, five years in the dirt of some frontline world that was now no longer a front line, but a backwater.

      A tremor shook up Carl’s arms as he crushed a hand around his Pebble, blowing apart all his earlier memories and delivering him, unceremoniously, back into the cramped transport car of the New Persephone habitat.

      It was also a problem that the transport car was currently winging its way some six hundred feet above the lower arcades of the dome habitat, racing toward the red cliffs that the dome had been built out from. Not exactly the best place to have an episode.

      Keep it together, Sebastian! He could almost hear the Southern drawl of Heymeyer snapping at him through the years. Instinctively, Carl’s mind ran through the techniques that the WarDogs had been given.

      Breathe. In for three, out for three. Focus on what is right in front of you.

      You’re better than this. You’re trained for this.

      He told himself the same old litany and felt the tremors start to subside. It wasn’t so much a case of him controlling them—it was more like he knew how to divert them.

      Or I hope that I do . . .

      The tension eased across his shoulders, and his focus sharpened. He could hear the rustle of the shabby clothes of the New Persephone commuters around him. The hiss of fake, polymer leathers in jackets, the scratch of canvas, lab-grown heavy cottons of service suits and trousers. The soldier’s senses sharpened still more, and his nose picked up the telltale scent of sweat and the tang of bioethanols. Most of the people here were workers in the engineering and terraforming section of New Persephone, his refined awareness told him. A mother was whispering Old Earth Gaelic lullabies to a babe in her carry case at the other end of the car. One old guy was muttering numbers to himself.

      And then, there on the edge of his hearing . . .

      “Dog!”

      Carl stiffened a little. Maybe he had been imagining it. Maybe whoever had whispered the word had been talking about, you know, the regular Old Earth canine pet.

      But then again, maybe not . . . Carl had been out of the military for five whole years. He had stayed out of rehabilitation by using his special abilities to know when people said “dog” and when they meant “Dog.”

      Who was that!? He shot a look to the end of the transport car and caught a flash of a red jacket. Was that the speaker? Had he been identified? Did he have to take off again?

      “Welcome to Persephone Heights! Hope you have a pleasant journey!” The automated voice of the car’s robot announcer broke across the speakers as the car shunted a little and everyone jostled. The chance to glimpse the man in the red jacket was gone, and Carl was surrounded by people pushing and jostling past him, none of them paying the slightest attention to the seemingly drunk man in his late twenties struggling to keep it together.

      They had arrived at their destination. Still with his senses raw from experimental drugs and anxiety, Carl let himself be pushed along with the crowd and out into the light.
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      A Long Time Ago

      

      “Three . . . two . . . one . . . go!”

      Light blinded young Carl Sebastian’s eyes as suddenly his familiar world was turned inside out.

      For the previous six long months, the twenty-two year old had known nothing but metal walls and gridded floors. The journey from Old Earth to the frontier world of Endurance still took that long with the new EF drives—Enhanced Feynman faster-than-light drives, as Basic Engineering Tech 101 class had taught him.

      It was a hella long time to a twenty-two-year old, but the older specialists stationed onboard the United Terran Alliance warship and the various sergeants, technicians, and staff would have laughed at any sign of the recruit’s wide-eyed amazement. Six months in transit was nothing, apparently. Some of the staff here had been a part of the Three World Offensive against the aggressive Palace Kingdom. Back then, before the EF drives, it had taken the military almost a year and a half to even get to the three worlds currently being fought over.

      The long transit times—even with the EF drives—had changed the way that warfare was conducted, Carl knew. The newly-minted Private First Class Sebastian had entered basic training on Old Earth as a raw recruit almost a year ago, spent six months in boot camp, and then another six months training in space.

      The next time he set foot on soil, he should be ready and prepared for—

      “Move! Move! Move!” hollered Captain Heymeyer somewhere up front, leading the charge. Alien sunlight caught in Carl’s eyes despite the anti-glare of his combat suit helmet.

      “Get clear! Defensive perimeter! By the book, people!” Heymeyer shouted. Carl couldn’t see anything past the backpack of the private in front as his boots pounded down the dropship’s ramp, and then suddenly, before he was even aware of it, his metal-skinned combat boots were pounding something softer. He dared to look down to see beige-and-tan dirt.

      Real dirt. Earth and rock and gravel. Alien soil . . .

      Private Sebastian was charging with twenty-five or so other infantrymen and women across actual alien soil. Carl had never been off-world before, even though the Terran Alliance had expanded to encompass twenty or more solar systems now. He wondered if he was imagining it, or was there a different taste to the filtered air coming through his helmet? Was it him, or was there a hint of something fragrant, like honeysuckle?

      “Fire Team One, into position! Fire Team Two—”

      That’s me, Carl suddenly remembered as the running soldiers peeled apart, moving just as their virtual simulations and holotours had instructed them. He was Fire Team Two, Alpha Squad, 6th Battalion, United Terran Alliance forces. He was clutching his rifle across his chest as the gap between his fellow soldiers widened, and he saw the orange-and-tan dirt rising in hills around him, with a haze in the air and a blush of green on the near horizon.

      Green! Vegetation! Carl knew that there were plants and trees and what have you on UTA World 450, of course. He had listened to the lectures and the briefings from the warships scientific department.

      “. . . mostly Earthlike, arid Mediterranean, a variety of low-lying plant forms, trees, vines, and shrub flora. But please remember that the initial biological survey is incomplete at present, so refrain from touching any native species.”

      For some reason, the sight of green-and-blue skies didn’t make Carl think of an alien world. If he hadn’t just spent six months of his life looking out of portholes at the blur of faster-than-light travel and taking the daily dose of gravity meds, he could have almost believed that they had turned around and landed back in Southern California.

      “Team!” Carl heard Rogers, his lieutenant for Fire Team Two, shouting as he slammed into the dirt some ten feet from the nearest other soldier, raising his rifle to settle over the lip of a craggy, yellow-orange rock. Exactly like they had trained. They were spread out in a wide arc around the dropship behind them, rifles pointed in the direction of the green, securing the perimeter.

      In case the Palacians got here first, Carl told himself. Even with the new FTL drives, it was impossible to tell if the Terrans or their enemy had reached—and claimed—a planet first. Apparently, you usually found that out when the railguns started firing.

      “Eyes open, ready . . .” Lieutenant Rogers breathed over their comms, which Carl thought was a bit much. After all, they had been trained, and what else were they going to do? But the lieutenant was like that. A good-looking young man, not much older than the rest of them, who had come up through OTC and therefore had to know exactly what he was doing.

      There was a tense moment as Carl sighted down the line of his rifle at the ridges of broken earth between him and the green, his helmet automatically magnifying to enhance his vision. He could see shapes like actual tree trunks and branches, spindly, waving shoots, and fronds dripping with dark green leaves.

      “You sure we’re not on Earth?” he heard Private Jadakar, the larger, avuncular Indian soldier a couple of positions over from him mutter over the open comms. Carl had to suppress a nervous chuckle.

      “Quiet the chatter!” Rogers hissed, and the somber mood returned when everyone heard the nervousness in the lieutenant’s voice. They waited for what seemed to Carl like ages but might have only been minutes before they heard Captain Heymeyer shouting once again.

      “Clear! Clear! Clear! Beta squad!”

      Nearby, Carl saw Jadakar shift a little in his own firing position. The shadow of his face behind his helmet grinned back at Carl. It was his way of saying, “At least we’re not in Beta Squad!” because right now, they were the ones jogging down the ramp hauling kitbags and transport carriers between them. They rushed to clear spaces behind the perimeter line where they could dump the gear they would need to set up the forward post they were there to do.

      If this is as bad as it gets . . . Carl thought idly, sitting on the uncomfortable and slightly too hot ground while nothing much happened—then he was likely to die of boredom before he ever died of action.

      The soldiers of Alpha and Beta Squad, 6th Battalion, were there to claim World 450 definitively for the United Terran Alliance, and that meant establishing a radar telescope and comms tower, a pair of terrestrial railguns, and a functioning military camp. After they had been there for six months, the next wave of privates would come to take over, and Alpha and Beta Squads would move on to the next mission. Whether it was setting up a new outpost on the same world or going to another planet entirely, Carl didn’t know yet.

      Private Sebastian, in his youthful inexperience, was wishing that he could at least see something of the Palacians rather than face endless years of this slow, dirt-bashing, kit-humping expansion of Terra when his helmet flared with a diminishing orange triangle.

      Movement. “Movement!” Carl heard himself say a moment later, his head snapping to the place in the green where the triangle vector hovered.

      But there was a lot of movement out there, wasn’t there? The branches and leaves and things were all moving in the wind . . .

      

      Unknown biology detected . . .

      

      His personal combat suit had other ideas. The tag stayed over the smudge of shadows and vegetation where it had found something, and Carl felt his guts clench. A cold shiver ran through his body.

      “You sure about that, Sebastian?” came back Rogers’ voice. “Check your gear—I’m not picking up anything.”

      

      Movement detected. Unknown biology . . .

      

      It happened again, and this time, Carl saw something walk out of the trees. Walk. It walked . . .

      “Sir . . . ?” Carl heard himself say, as the shape at the end of his magnifier stepped out of the undergrowth and raised its . . . head?

      It was a humanoid figure, Carl thought. Kind of. But it was covered in black-and-brown fur, with a lighter underbelly.

      “Is that . . . a bear? Some kind of a bear?” he heard Jadakar say.

      It was certainly standing on hind legs like a bear would, covered with a shaggy mat of fur. Its head was snoutlike, with two short antlers on either side.

      “A bear with antlers. An antlered bear. A deer-bear,” Jadakar was commenting on the sight, but something had caught Carl’s eye about it.

      Its body was not just covered with a shaggy fur. There were patches on it. Patches like old wounds, scars, or infection. And, as Carl looked at the creature more, he saw that those patches were the color of deep steel, gun-gray, and from them came sharpened spikes of . . . something.

      “Uh, is that normal?” Carl whispered, as the bear snapped its head once more, toward him.

      It looked like the bear was peering over the long five hundred feet between them—unerringly, straight at him.

      “Hey, Sebastian, you got a date?” Jadakar started to joke . . .

      Suddenly, the bear convulsed. It trembled and shook, its back arching as it hit the ground in apparent uncontrolled tremors.

      “What the . . . ?” Carl whispered, as the bear lifted its head, and howled. Its voice was like a whine of torment, like the sound that a thousand souls might make if they were trying to crawl their way back from Hell itself.

      Other shapes crashed out of the green. More of the strange, antlered bear things. Each and every one of them had different sprays of the gunmetal-gray scales on their bodies. Some were almost entirely covered by the strange new skin and sprouted thick, black tines like a porcupine.

      And the strange alien menagerie was now charging, deranged and incensed with a frenzied rage, straight at the soldiers of the United Terran Alliance.
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      “Seb!”

      Someone was shouting his name over the hustle and bustle of the transport station as Carl blinked and shook away the memories from a very, very long time ago. Before he had been given the treatment. Back when he was as fresh and green as they come, and before they had made him a WarDog . . .

      Persephone Heights was the major transport hub between the smaller canyon habitats and the space ports for New Persephone habitat, built on the United Terran Alliance world of Persephone.

      It was a familiar place to Carl, but the wide space was currently filled with commuters, with the constant din of announcements, bells, conversations, personal Pebbles, and any number of musical tunes and ads. He was momentarily dazzled and dizzied, turned around with an echo of the ailment that had hit him in the car.

      Breathe. In, two, three. Out, two, three . . .

      Most of the crowd he had been pushed in with were strolling ahead of him, making their way to the short shuttle trains that loaded at the other end of the concourse. He was left before the long line of neon-glowing ships and booths, restaurants, and travel agents.

      And the sudden shout of his name again.

      “Seb! Move it!”

      Carl suddenly saw the caller: a stocky, heavyset man in his forties with tightly-cropped curls and the gray-and-black service suit of Habitat Security. It was Chief Odi, the head of New Persephone Security whom Carl had known for approximately eighteen months since Odi had threatened to turn him over to the Pillarmen.

      Chief Odi was the closest thing to the police on New Persephone, with all the usual mandates to arrest, hold, and inform higher authorities of criminals, unwanteds, and especially WarDogs if they ever turned up in his jurisdiction.

      But you and I have an understanding, don’t we? Carl thought as he approached the large man, seeing the slight glare of frustration in his features—as well as the thick line of white scar running down one side of his face. Carl had wondered many times if Odi couldn’t afford to get the scar removed on a chief’s wages, or whether he kept it there to intimidate people. If so, the intimidation didn’t work on people like Carl. He had seen far worse things happen to people’s bodies. Hey, he’d probably been the cause of far worse things himself.

      “Dog,” Odi whispered, and Seb winced slightly, earning an even deeper grin from the chief.

      Was it you on the transport, Chief? Carl glared at him, but only said, “What do you want? I’m here, as you asked.”

      Odi looked him over for a moment, a dramatic pause that Carl figured was meant to be unnerving. “I’ve got a situation,” the chief said brusquely, turning away to beckon Sebastian a little closer to a noisy booth selling noodles and import beers.

      “Haven’t we all,” Carl murmured, knowing what was going to come next.

      “I’ve got a job for you, Dog,” Odi said casually.

      And here it comes . . .

      “I thought I told you it was unwise to throw that around,” Carl growled back. After all, this is the arrangement, isn’t it? You get a WarDog to do what he does best for you, every now and again, and I get my freedom . . . Relative freedom, anyways.

      “New Persephone is my station. I get to do what I want,” Odi said proudly. Carl wondered if the man would feel the same way if he ever really had to deal with the Special Ops Pillarmen.

      “Whatever. Odi, I haven’t got time for this,” Carl said as a new tremor threatened to tighten his muscles.

      “You’ll make time, Seb. After all . . .” Odi pulled something from his pocket, and Carl saw that it was precisely what the doctor ordered. Twin vials of a blue liquid.

      “Is that . . . ?” Carl whispered, his entire body easing to a standstill at the mere prospect of the strange chemical.

      “The premium stuff, not your knock-off imitations. Neuroxenaline, straight from the military laboratories,” Odi said, holding them out to Carl, but snatching them back when Carl reached for them.

      Dirt-lubber, Carl threw the insult silently at him.

      “Uh-uh. When you’re done. I’ve got a little situation down in the lower loading docks.”

      “Maybe get a doctor to take a look at that . . .” Carl couldn’t help but quip.

      The chief’s face burnt a deeper shade of crimson. “Ha ha ha,” he said dryly. “Xenos.”

      Xenomutational life forms, Carl thought as his eyes squinted. Of course. Why else call me in?

      “I’ve got a report of a xeno down on dock two, and I need you to get it straightened out for me. I’ve got an entire floor locked down, telling everyone that it’s a chemical leak, but it’s not going to be long before someone starts asking questions. You’ve got ’til the next shift changeover when there’s the regular security review.”

      Xenomutational life forms could be bad news, Carl knew only too well. It was an illness, an infection—a threat that humanity wasn’t learning to live with very well. Most of them could be little more than strangely diseased bugs or small creatures—critters that could be unpredictable, biting and scratching those around them, and possibly spreading the xenomutation. A nuisance for sure, but not the end of the world. If that infection got into livestock or cattle or people’s homes, though, it could bring an entire habitat to a grinding halt.

      Was it worth it?

      Carl looked at the vials of the drug, Neuroxenaline, still in the chief’s hands, and he felt his mouth go dry just at the mere thought of it. That was it. The drug they had given him as a WarDog. The thing that turned him into a WarDog, but also the thing that regulated his shakes. He knew that what he was experiencing right now, the shakes and tremors and the threatening angry outbursts, was in fact a severe loss of the new type of hormone he had been given.

      Withdrawals, he thought. Let’s call it what it is, at least.

      But still, as much as he knew that he needed it—and as much as he knew that it would be mighty expensive to find a quarter as much out on the black market—there was some of the old soldier in him yet, as Carl had to point out to the chief.

      “Why don’t you just call it in, Chief? Get the entire place decontaminated. Maybe keep a whole lot of people safe?” Carl said. It was the question that he asked everyone, every time they asked him to do precisely what he was about to do right now.

      “And have the dock miss its quotas!?” Chief Odi looked at him like he was insane.

      Maybe I am, Carl thought.

      “You know as well as I do that having a xeno down there doesn’t mean squat in the big scheme of things. Xenos are everywhere! There is hardly a habitat, station, or world in the entire reach of humanity that doesn’t have some xeno thing crawling or festering away inside it! It’s space, for crying out loud! It’s big!”

      Odi hissed the words with gusto and passion, giving Carl the impression that this was an argument that he had often rehearsed with others and expected to win.

      The problem, Carl thought, is that Odi is right in that respect. In his few years on the run, Carl had spent a lot of time in the seedy and industrial parts of various United Terran Alliance stations and habitats, trying to keep out of sight and off the radar. And he had yet to find any station which didn’t have some sign of xenomutation. Even if it was just cockroaches looking funny, or a feral cat with an extra eye.

      “It’s not my fault some little critter has crawled into my beautiful station.”

      “Not that beautiful, if you ask me,” Carl murmured. Odi once again ignored him.

      “And if the Terran Primarchs think that New Persephone is going to lose however many hundreds of thousands of credits an hour because of bureaucracy than they’re the insane ones!”

      “If you don’t like bureaucracy, then why do you do the job you do?” Carl asked, genuinely curious. He earned another glare.

      “Enough. Get it done and you get your meds. Here.” The chief took up his own Pebble in his other hand and threw the coordinates at Carl’s device, to arrive with a ping.

      It was the estimated location of the xeno, and the access codes for the doors into the lower loading docks.

      “There’s a number in there for a locker outside the main access point, number twelve. You’ll find everything you need in there, I’m sure.” Odi said, already nodding in the direction of the service elevators downwards.

      “And if there isn’t? Everything I need in there for the mission, I mean?” Carl pointed out, looking at the numbers on the holoscreen of his Pebble.

      The Chief of New Persephone Security shrugged. “I thought you WarDogs were supposed to be the best of the best or something? I remember when the screens were full of trash about how you were going to save us all from the enemy.” Odi’s face was a sour, disgusted line.

      “I’m sure you can be inventive,” the chief added, turning and walking away.
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      “Xenomutational lifeform,” said the words of the leading scientific advisor through his own flickering, see-through, and almost transparent life form.

      “Xeno what now?” Private Jadakar grumbled at the back of the geodesic dome that Alpha and Beta Squad, 6th Battalion had hastily put up, along with a few courses of sandbag walls and a handful of gun emplacements. Right now, all the soldiers who weren’t on active guard duty were in this dome, getting a debrief via the hologram of the SA, himself very safe up in orbit on the warship.

      “Eyes forward, Jadakar!” barked Captain Heymeyer from the front of the “class.” Although the rebuke wasn’t injected with any of the captain’s particular charm and panache—the sort of speech that could make grown men cry and could probably wither flowers in the field—it nonetheless had a sobering effect on Jadakar and everyone else, for that matter.

      “Xenobiology refers to anything that is biological—any animal, insect, mollusc, or living thing—that does not derive from Old Earth,” the scientific advisor went on to explain.

      “Whereas this, as far as my tests have been able to ascertain, is a xenomutation. That is, it is some sort of parasitic or symbiotic life form that exists alongside the original xenological one.”

      “An alien on an alien, you mean?” said Fodova, the only female member of Alpha Squad. If anything, she was even more blunt than Jadakar was.

      “Indeed. An alien on an alien, as it were.” The scientific advisor raised his hands, gesturing to some invisible holocontrols that he had up above in his ship. His form was eclipsed by horrible close-ups of the alien deer-bear type thing, now rictus and stilled.

      “It is a shame that no one managed to capture a live specimen,” the SA was saying, earning a groan from all the soldiers under the dome, including Carl.

      “However, we can clearly see even in this specimen the impact and effect of the infection.”

      There were sudden, close-up images of the scale that looked, and Carl knew, acted like a type of flexible metal. It was arranged in jigsaw-locking plates, sometimes with eruptions of small nodules from which swooped long black tines. These tines were as hard as bone, Carl also knew, and they could apparently be fired or ejected from their host in defense.

      “In the bodies of the larger specimens, we notice that this infection does not contain itself to the surface, but instead spreads throughout the body of the host in a tiny, threadlike fashion. Sometimes even lacing itself to the very bones and organs, reconfiguring them to its own purposes.”

      “All I need to know is how I kill it,” Fodova murmured, this time earning a cough of rebuke from the captain.

      “Well,” the hologram returned, nodding at where they thought the belligerent Private Fodova had to be, “On to the tactical implications, then. The outer layer of the xenomutation seems to create a defensive armor. In its early stages, it is patchy and will not much protect the creature. In its final stages, though, it forms something almost as tough as your combat armor.”

      From his squat on the floor, Carl remembered the way that the bullets he had been firing had seemed to hit the brutes and ricochet off them. Almost ten of the strange antlered “deer-bears” had run out of the forest, and even though both Fire Team One and Two had opened up on them, at least four of them had made it almost to their lines.

      Hammond is in intensive, Carl thought. Friere is on a medical gurney. Same for Ricolli, Sandersbrook . . .

      It had been terrible. Carl’s first taste of live-fire combat had been one of fast, adrenaline, and lightning moments, that he wasn’t even sure that he could accurately describe or remember now. He wondered if he was in shock, but then wondered why he wasn’t upset or emotional. He remembered snippets of sequences instead: the rising metal colored claws of one of the alien bears as it had torn through Hammond, just a short distance from him. The grunt and gasp of hot, alien breath almost on top of him. The scuff of dust and gravel in the churn of combat . . .

      “Concentrate fire!”

      “Bring it down!”

      “Right! Three o’clock, THREE O’CLOCK!”

      The shouts were still vivid, though. Carl almost turned as if expecting to see the alien bear charging straight for him across the yellow dirt.

      But no. He was here, in the evening debrief, forty-eight hours later. The battle was over, and they had won. And now, they were trying to figure out just what had charged them from the forests, and what they had even defeated.

      “The species is not intelligent, as far as we can tell,” the SA hologram continued.

      Was he talking about the deer-bears or the mutation? Carl wondered.

      “No sign of tool use or strategy. In fact, our analysis of the event is that the most dangerous thing about the creatures, aside from the increased armor, pain resistance, and strength, is the fact that the hosts succumbed to some kind of frenzy,” the SA said. “If these creatures are anything like wild beasts back on Old Earth, then they would never have attacked en masse like that.”

      En masse, Carl thought with a frown. But that was just it, wasn’t it? He’d heard of things like rabid dogs before and similar poor creatures driven mad with illness, but Carl was certain about something.

      “It was coordinated,” he stated out loud.

      “Sebastian! No one asked your opinion!” Heymeyer said sternly.

      Ouch, Carl thought. “Sir, yes, sir,” he said quickly, but the SA—the special advisor—was looking around the room as if searching for him.

      “Actually, Captain, I haven’t gotten around to reading the soldier’s firsthand accounts yet. If the soldier would like to give an observation of the event, I would be glad to hear it.” The special advisor beckoned Carl to his feet.

      Private Sebastian looked warily at Captain Heymeyer first, earning the nod before he would even dream of doing so, then stood up.

      “The deer-bears. Or xenomutants or whatever. They coordinated their attacks, sir,” Carl said. To the quiet, waiting room. “I was the one who had eyes on the first one when it stepped out of the forest. It kinda shook—and then it raised its head and howled. A minute later, the others showed up, as if in response to the howl. But it seemed like the first one, the caller, was really fighting it,” Carl said awkwardly, remembering how the first deer-bear shook and trembled and thrashed.

      “Like it didn’t want to fight, sir.”

      There was silence once again from the room before the special advisor considered.

      “I’m sorry, soldier, but we have no way of verifying that. Or it could be just a coincidence. We are definitely looking at some form of replicating, single-cell spore that creates larger bodies. However, there is absolutely no way that it could communicate to others in the way you are describing.”

      There was another pause, and then the room erupted into chuckles from the others, with Jadakar and Fodova’s laughs some of the loudest.

      “Telepathic mutant mushrooms, Seb,” Jadakar whispered as Carl sat back down, red-faced. “Evil telepathic mutant mushrooms. And they want you.”

      “Pfft.” Carl batted him away as the captain quieted them all down and returned the room to the special advisor, who started to drone on about unique forms of life and ecological niche living.

      No one in that room knew that what they had just seen and fought was the start of a much larger war, and one that would change all of their lives, even take most of their lives.

      By the time that six months had passed and the expected relief ship of new UTA privates were shipped in, roughly ninety-five percent of the camp had been infected with the xenomutation. They carried it with them on their leave ship, further infecting more people in every port, dock, station, ship, refueling depot, and twelve-hour layover they came into contact with.

      It was perhaps the greatest and most successful invasion by a foreign enemy species ever accomplished.
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      “A service pistol,” Carl looked at the bulky form of the machine-printed gun inside the open door of the locker outside lower loading deck two. He would have laughed, were it not so pathetically tragic—potentially for him.

      At least he put in an extra magazine, I suppose.

      The ex-soldier picked up the gun, checked the safety and the magazine before picking up the second one. He then searched the tall locker that was one of many such tall lockers beside the bulkhead doors to the loading deck again, finding that yes, that was seriously everything that Chief Odi had given him to kill the xenomutation.

      “Augh,” Carl groaned, slamming the door to the locker with a heavy sigh and wondering if he should use his Pebble to call in the xeno breach himself. After all, it might save a lot more people than he could alone.

      But then again, the man couldn’t help but feel the small tremor at the edge of his senses, so faint and constant that it was almost impossible to say if it was pain or excitement anymore. Maybe both, he conceded.

      “And I need that Neuroxenaline,” Carl muttered with a self-disgusted groan. His attack on the transport car had been too close for comfort. If there had been one person aboard that car who had spent any time at all watching the shock-and-awe documentaries about the “dangerous WarDogs” then he might never be safe in New Persephone again. The Pillarmen always got their man. Or woman.

      But maybe I’ll get out of here once I get my payment, Carl thought. That amount of meds would straighten out his system for what, two to three months of taking it every day? In that time, he could get clear to the Fourth System of worlds maybe, he could start again . . .

      And what, find another source of Neuroxenaline? Find another job for a wanted man? Carl was forced to ask himself as he held the gun in his hand. He wondered if there was really any other way out than what he was doing already.

      “Get it together, Sebastian!” he murmured to himself, echoing the words that other officers and brothers and sisters might have said to him if they were here now.

      And anyway, Carl had to admit that there was a tiny part of him that enjoyed it. There was a part of him—maybe it was the genetically enhanced part, or maybe it was the part that had signed up to ship out in the first place—that didn’t want to change. He had signed up of his own free will, he wasn’t press-ganged into it. He wasn’t some criminal conscript (the very idea of such a serviceman, quite frankly, turned his stomach).

      But Carl had chosen the life of the 6th Battalion. And, for a while back there, the life of a WarDog had even been pretty exciting too.

      “And besides which, Seb,” Carl talked to himself silently, using the words that Jadakar had once said. “We’re gonna help people. What we do, they might call us monsters, but we’re helping people. We’re stopping the bad guys. We’re stopping the real monsters.”

      Yes. Carl opened his eyes again and stepped up to the door, fishing out the access codes to the main airlock on his Pebble as he held his new pistol in his other hand.

      Three . . .

      Two . . .

      One . . . go!

      The blue-gray metal door to the lower loading dock slid open with a smooth hydraulic hiss, revealing a complicated, industrial interior of pipes and crates stacked and strapped against the walls. Everything was awash with the regular flares of orange light as the emergency lighting triggered by the level’s lockdown procedure flashed. It was a sign to stay away, a sign that danger could be imminent.

      “I bet it is,” Carl murmured to himself as he stepped forward into the hallway made narrower by the containers and crates arrayed against the walls. The ex-soldier saw identifiers for Mines, Electrical, Dried Goods . . . this place appeared to be off the main thoroughfare anyway, a place to store New Persephone’s reserve and extra stock for months at a time.

      Probably a perfect place for a xeno to hide out, Carl thought. He felt his senses sharpen, his ears attuning to the clang and judder in the pipes, the small ticks and hisses of his new landscape.

      There was a clarity to this sensation in him. A sense of cool alertness in his limbs as the strange, experimental hormones and amino acids kicked in. Not for the first time, he wondered if this was how other animals felt in the hunt or before a fight. That symbiotic merging of body and belief—he was no longer the clumsy, down-on-his luck mercenary Carl Sebastian. He was a hunter.

      Scrape.

      There. A sound that was out of place, coming from further ahead and to the right. Carl could see the orange flashes illuminating a wider space beyond, struck through with the pillars holding up the higher levels above. More than that, Carl could feel the larger space ahead of him in the way that the chill air eddied and flowed back to him. He could hear it.

      And that scrape was out of place here. It didn’t sound mechanical. It sounded like the scuff of a boot—or a claw . . .

      Carl paused before the wider hallway, ghosting to the end of the container corridor and—somewhat absurdly to any hypothetical onlooker—he closed his eyes.

      His hearing sharpened almost immediately. He could still hear the mechanical sounds of the room around him, but there was something else out there too. A heavy, guttural breathing.

      Twenty feet ahead, another twenty or thirty to the right, Carl thought, slowly lowering his pistol as he stepped around the corner, turned . . .

      “Hsss!” As soon as he entered the space, there was movement. The soldier’s eyes snapped open, saw that this larger pillared room had open archways straight ahead and to the right, and a shape—a shadow between the glitches of emergency lighting—was entering the room.

      Charging into the room.

      Xeno! Carl’s wrists snapped toward the shape, and he saw a flash of dark blue and the sheen of gunmetal-gray scales. This was no deer-bear. It appeared to have two legs. Bipedal. And a large back that had erupted with long black tines.

      With a concussive blast, Carl pulled the trigger, but he had already missed. The xeno had lunged to the floor and, horrifically, was scampering toward him in the way that some kind of dog would . . .

      But it was no dog. Carl’s combat reactions and battlefield thought fired bits of information at him quicker than his heart could beat. This xeno hadn’t started off as a regular canine, or a cat, or any other creature.

      This xeno was originally a human, but now it was bulling toward him on all fours, and as he swept his gun down toward it, he saw that its face was a mask of silver-and-gray scales and twisted with fury. The xeno had fangs—fangs—and its brow was encrusted heavily with shorter, black barbs. Its eyes were a milky white.

      Carl pulled the trigger just as the creature slammed into him, throwing him backwards off his feet. He tucked his knees up as he rolled across the floor, one hand clenching around the gun handle in a death grip as his arm pushed him, rolling over again and again.

      Where is it!? He skidded to his knees, raising his gun back the way he had fallen. The creature that had once been a man was springing to one side—lurching to one side, as blood sprayed. Carl fired again, his first shot going wide as the creature hit the floor with clawlike hands, throwing itself forward at him.

      Frack! Carl fired. And this time, there was a flash as his bullet ricocheted off of the shoulder scales. His bullet bounced off it, the smaller, human part of the WarDog’s brain thought in panic. The bullet bounced!

      And then the xeno was right on top of him, leaping between pillars.

      And Carl snap-fired. Even though his thoughts might be a battle between the natural, terrified human part of his brain and the WarDog, his body still responded the way it had been trained to do. (Earlier, at any other time than when he was about to have his guts torn apart by metal talons, Carl might have wondered if this was the goal of his training: not just to work on his mind, but to train his body to act as it had to.)

      Right now, Carl’s body worked expertly. His arms braced and did not waver as he fired two shots straight into the oncoming thing’s chest, smoothly sidestepping as the creature crashed into the place where he had stood a second ago.

      The ex-soldier turned on his heel as he heard the xeno gurgle and scrape once more across the floor. He leaned forward and calmly double tapped it once more in the softer, unprotected part between neck and jaw.

      Suddenly it was over. Carl could hear himself panting, exhaling in short and sharp bursts as he stepped back one step, two . . .

      But the xeno was dead. It shuddered one final time and was done, lying on the floor with rage still contorting its features.

      Enemy contact. One down, Carl thought automatically, and almost would have said the words out loud if he hadn’t remembered that there was now no one to tell them to. No Alpha Squad, no Fire Team One, no Lieutenant Rogers and no Captain Heymeyer. They were all dead, and he was the last man standing, the survivor of a war that was clearly still being fought.
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      As the flush of chemicals from his altered genetics left his system, Carl was struck by the pounding of blood in his ears and a sudden shiver of exhaustion. It was always like this after combat, and the man knew that it was because of the heavy toll that his altered processes took on him. He had acted quickly and with reflexes that were only a fraction slower than the xeno—but were still blisteringly faster than a regular human.

      “Every action has a reaction,” Carl murmured, remembering the explanation that Captain Heymeyer had once given them when they had started on their WarDog process.

      But the captain had also taught them how to keep it together, even with the waves of exhaustion or pain or stress.

      Breathe. In, two, three. Out, two, three . . .

      Carl’s vision cleared, and he could see that the dead xeno before him had indeed once been a human. The creature’s lower half was still covered with the tatters of dark blue canvas service suit, while their upper body had erupted across the shoulders with tines and metal scales.

      “Yup, you got it pretty bad,” he murmured at the poor mutant, wondering where he had picked up the xenomutation. No one, still, knew the precise method of transmission for the dangerous alien mutation that turned humans and any animals into rage-filled, metal-clad monsters. Sometimes, it appeared to spread quickly, like an infection. Other times, it appeared in the young or in communities seemingly distant from each other—as though it was passed down in family lines, like a birth defect.

      Was it like a common cold—that you could catch from others?

      Was it like a poison—where you had to come into contact with it?

      Was it like cancer—it was already pregnant in your genetics until you got your unlucky number called up by fate?

      These were all questions that no one, still to this day, knew the answer to. After all these years.

      Carl was thinking these thoughts when a sound hit his ears. Something like an inhalation of air, a breath that was out of place—and it was coming from behind him.

      Frack!

      The young man with the shock of dark hair turned in a fraction of a second to see a second, slightly smaller version of the xenomutant he had just killed loping toward him. Only this one didn’t have the heavy back plating and tines, and instead had them running down their shoulders and forearms, like sleeves.

      “Agh!” Carl growled as he swung the pistol up, pulled the trigger . . .

      BANG! Nothing happened. The shot had hit the creature’s silvered arms and spun off.

      And then the second, smaller xenomutant swiped their forearm, striking Carl on the side of the head with heavy, metal arms encrusted with small, black barbs, sending him flying to the floor.

      “Urk!” Carl Sebastian was aware of pain. Searing pain that went from shock to white-hot in an instant—before his strange biology kicked in. Before he even hit the floor, the ex-WarDog was angry. The energy of his pain was transformed into the white electricity of action, adrenaline, and several other neurotransmitters that were only discovered in test tubes, but which his body created anyway . . .

      The man snarled, his face contorting into the rictus grin of a predator as he landed, turning, the smaller xenomutant already on top of him. He saw the creature—a frizz of longer, dirty blonde hair on its head—rear upwards, raising forearms to smash down on his unprotected head.

      Carl’s fist reacted before the soldier in him could, smashing the handle of the pistol into the xenomutant’s face and hearing the satisfying pop of bones. The mutant fell backwards, and Carl was spattered with the thing’s blood.

      His hand was about to ram the pistol grip down once again—a savage fury possessing his limbs—when he caught himself at the last moment. A brawl wouldn’t win this fight. Only firepower would. He turned his hand, fired once, twice into the body straight ahead of him . . .

      “Rarrgh!” The shots had hit home, but whether the creature was incensed with rage or blind to its agony, Carl didn’t know. The xenomutant swept an arm across, batting Carl’s hand wide, exposing his chest as he dropped the gun.

      The other metal-and-barbed fist struck Carl just above the breastbone, sliding up to his neck as the creature leaned its weight down on him.

      “Gah!” Carl felt his windpipe tighten as the creature forced his throat closed. It was so strong!

      No. No-no-no . . .

      Carl struggled, trying to jackknife the thing away, but it was doing no good. The creature had the leverage and the weight, and its entire body was forcing him against the hard metal of the floor as the emergency orange lights flashed over its shoulder.

      Am I going to die down here? the small part of Carl that wasn’t a WarDog thought. He couldn’t move, and now there were black spots appearing in his eyes as a pounding headache started up behind his ears. The creature didn’t have to hit or claw or injure him. All it had to do to succeed in its murderous mission would be to do no more than it already was.

      One of Carl’s hands grabbed onto the mutant’s at his neck, trying to pry it loose, but it was no use—the creature was too strong. His other hand scrabbled on the floor beside him, touching something blocky and cold.

      The pistol!

      Past the pain and the battle anxiety, Carl suddenly felt the reassuring cold of the gun handle on the floor. It hadn’t fallen far. With a growl, he seized it, punching it into the mutant’s side as he pulled the trigger again, and again, and . . .

      And it was over. The xenomutant had slumped to the floor beside him, leaving Carl gasping for air, coughing in the cold refiltered oxygen of the New Persephone Station, his neck and his head shouting in pain.

      “Dear, suffering frack and all hell . . .” Carl croaked and coughed as he dragged himself free from the body, still holding the pistol in shaking hands at the pair of the dead xenomutants around him until he was sure that they weren’t moving. His heart hammered and his senses were acute but frazzled. The first wave of exhaustion rolled over him, to be shortly followed by the first of the tremors. Now that the enemy had been defeated, his strange biology had failed him, and Carl was left shuddering and shivering on the floor, as weak as a newborn until the attack subsided.

      There might be more. Get up, soldier—get up! Carl told himself, over and over again as he strained and struggled for his body to obey him. It was hard at first, but he managed to lean and stumble to his feet by using the nearest pillar. He stood there panting for a long, long moment.

      Up ahead of him was the open archway that the second, smaller xenomutant—who had once been a human woman, he now saw—had launched from.

      Easy. Eyes on your corners, he told himself, sliding and stumbling forwards to the edge of the archway before swinging around.

      It was a smaller cargo room with a spray of upturned and broken open cargo crates and plenty of dark spaces.

      There were scraps of trash and junk on the floor. Blue. Gray. What looked like clothes.

      New Persephone service suits, Carl realized, shooting a glance back to the larger loading dock room he had just come from. The same color that the xenomutants had worn—meaning that they had once been New Persephone staff. Probably dock staff, as well. Before the xenomutation got to them, that was.

      And then, in the flash and sweep of the orange emergency lighting, Carl’s eyes rested on the broken-open cargo containers. One lay on its side, and the rugged crate looked as though it had been broken open. Its hinges were cracked, but its locking mechanism screen was still in place.

      Someone had broken into the crates? Carl’s eyes narrowed. Not that he particularly cared what form of thievery and criminality might have occurred down here. Hell, in his short career outside of the military, he had been forced to deal with plenty of smugglers and pirates to get his hands on some Neuroxenaline.

      But it was the smashed-open contents of the crates that made Carl pause. There was the scatter of glass and chrome. What had once been tubes.

      Agrotech? Pharma? he thought. There was a mess of plastic chippings both in and out of the upturned crate—packing materials for the tubes, apparently—and there were still a couple two-foot-long, clear glass or plastic tubes intact but jostled inside. They had steel caps, some sort of internal injector or device hanging down their middle, and two compartments inside the tube: one holding a light green liquid, and the other holding a light red liquid.

      “Pharma,” Carl guessed, carefully stepping backwards so that his boots didn’t touch any of the dark slick of wet on the floor. It could be anything, as there were always new chemicals, medicines, and chemical compounds being created in laboratories the Terran Alliance over. Some of them were used in industry, some in agriculture, some in medicine—and many made their way onto the streets and understations as recreational, but illegal, substances.

      “I don’t want to know,” Carl grumbled, exhaustedly turning back.

      For light to flare in his eyes, as several figures appeared behind him.

      “Freeze, Dog!”

      Carl felt his heart hammer, increasing in tempo as his aches and pains subsided, and his body released its own small laboratory of custom-designed chemicals . . . He snarled, baring his teeth in a primitive fashion as he raised the pistol.

      “Freeze by order of the Terran Alliance!” they were shouting. Carl was surrounded, more figures appearing with heavy suits on. Lights glaring from their shoulders straight into his eyes so he couldn’t see their faces, their insignia.

      Did Odi double-cross me!? Carl thought, just as the first of the stun darts hit him, and everything went a searing, electric white.
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      Excerpt: United Terran Alliance Threat Monitor

      

      
        
        DATABASE: United Terran Alliance Threat Monitor.

        ACCESS PROTOCOLS: UTA Security and Defense Staff (Grade 3+ Ratings), Senior Civil Staff (7+ Security Status), Selected Professionals, Academics, and Specialists by order of a Captaincy or equivalent command.

        ENTRY: Gene Soldier Project.

        OTHER NAMES: WarDogs, “Dogs.”

        COVERAGE: Identified in 12 United Terran Alliance systems.

      

      

      

      BRIEFING:

      The Gene Soldier Project was initiated at the height of the Terran-Palace hostilities in response to high mortality rates in planetary bridgehead and landing operations. While the UTA Fleet could efficiently engage and dominate the Palace space-based forces, taking and holding territory on contested worlds was proving difficult. A project to create a new shock trooper “commando” capable of overwhelming enemy positions was initiated and field-tested to great success.

      The Gene Soldiers were at the forefront of the Terran-Palace campaign for a period of three solars (Old Earth years), during which time the front line was advanced all the way to Arcadia, the home planet of Palace aggressors. Upon the capitulation of Palace forces, the Gene Soldiers were retired from active duty.

      

      ACTIVE THREAT LEVEL:

      High. Gene Soldiers who remain in the UTA military were highly prone to aggressive insubordination against officers, as well as fellow soldiers. It was advised by the Security Council that the Gene Soldiers still in service could not be allowed to return to civilian populations, where they could inevitably seek employment elsewhere (e.g.: mercenary corps, pirate and criminal factions, or Palace terrorist groups).

      

      ABILITIES:

      Gene Soldiers have several naturally occurring hormones enhanced, as well as several unique lymph nodes created to distribute new amino acids into their blood serum. This creates rushes of chemical intoxicants with the following known effects:

      Increased resistance to pain.

      Increased stamina, reaction time response, and strength.

      Increased night vision capabilities.

      Enhanced senses of sight, smell, hearing, and taste.

      Enhanced threat observation and combat awareness.

      An increase in emotional rage response, triggered when surrounded. This is what was commonly referred to as the frenzy that encouraged their nickname, WarDogs.

      

      WEAKNESS:

      Due to the stress that their new biology places on their original human morphology, the Gene Soldiers need a maintenance dose of Neuroxenaline (Trademarked) compound.

      

      ADVICE:

      Immediate report, quarantine, and backup. Contact local UTA Security HQ and await intervention.

      

      TREATMENT PROGRAM:

      See above (Contact local UTA Security HQ and await intervention.)
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      “Odi, you son of a . . .”

      Carl Sebastian wasn’t entirely sure if he had said the words out loud or merely thought them as his world stopped hurting, and he was returned to the bright glare of mere ceiling lights, not pain.

      They electrostunned me. Carl recognized the buzzy sort of ache throughout his body as he looked down.

      Only to realize that he was tied to a board on a wall table, with heavy webbing straps across his chest, wrists, waist, and ankles.

      No!

      He was in a pristine, metal room, not very big, with one low bench on the wall on the opposite side of him, a door, and a ceiling light. He was in a holding cell—quite literally—but he was also strapped to the wall.

      “Odi!” Carl shouted at once. “Odi, you little . . . !”

      His voice echoed across the room and came back to him , sounding frantic, hollow. He felt the surge of anger and rage fill his limbs that came with such feelings of futility, and with it, the webbing straps tightened, cutting into his flesh.

      Can I break free from this? he thought, tensing a little more. The energy filling him cut through the pain of the straps against his skin, turning it into just one more sensation like any other. Easy to ignore.

      But being here meant that his captors knew what and who he was. A WarDog. It meant that Odi might have told others about him.

      “Mr. Carl Sebastian!” A voice broke into the room at the same time as the door hissed open. In walked a short woman with dark hair scraped back into a ponytail. She wore a military-style jacket, black, with a red-gold trim. She had bars and florets on her shoulders stating that she was a colonel, but of what unit, there was no sign.

      Oh no. Carl felt his heart lurch. Why doesn’t she have a division identifier? A Fleet ID? Did that mean that she was Black Ops? Did that mean that she was . . .

      “Colonel Forrest,” the woman said as she brought herself to a rigid standstill in front of the strapped and hanging WarDog. Her eyes were a clear, hard blue—the sort of high blue that meant that snows were coming.

      She didn’t smile. Or salute.

      “Or should I say Corporal Carl Sebastian, 6th Battalion, Alpha Squad?” the woman said severely at him.

      Carl glared at the woman. He was a long time out of the military. “I would salute, but y’know . . .” he said sarcastically as he wiggled his fingers from their tight mesh. “You could always let me down, so . . .”

      “Ha.” Colonel Forrest said without a trace of humor. “That is not going to happen, Corporal Sebastian, and you should know as well as I do why.” She turned her head to regard him curiously.

      What, do you think I am going to suddenly admit to being a WarDog for you? Carl kept his mouth shut instead. What if they needed his admission before they could ship him to rehab?

      “Where is Chief Odi?” Carl said instead, for the colonel to in turn ignore his question with a sigh. She nodded back at the door for two very large people to rush in.

      They were soldiers, wearing black-and-red combat armor—the sort that looked like armor plates completely covered their body, sleek and without any insignia. Even their visor helmets were blacked out, and they held in their hands two short MPGs that they leveled at him in an instant.

      Pillarmen. Carl started to snarl. He had never seen them before, of course, but he had heard them described. The nondescript, military stealth gear. The lack of any insignia. The blacked-out visors.

      “Corporal Sebastian, I hoped that we wouldn’t have to go down this route, but I have to ascertain, rather quickly—if you are able to control your rage and listen to a superior officer.”

      “And if I’m not?” Carl snapped back.

      The colonel was silent for a second, looking at him again in that assessing way before nodding slightly to herself. Carl could tell that she was coming to her own decisions about him, but he had no idea what they were.

      As if this has anything to do with what I say, anyway! He could have howled at her—he wanted to—but he didn’t. He had heard how this went. They would kill him or make him disappear. What else happened to a WarDog?

      “Everyone always has a choice, Corporal Sebastian,” the colonel settled for. “You can decide to cooperate, or you can decide to be belligerent—that is what I believe, anyway.”

      Choice? What choices do I have, hanging up here!? Carl could have shouted and railed at her. But he didn’t. He didn’t want to give her the satisfaction of seeing him act so true to the horror stories told about his kind.

      We were heroes once, Carl thought sullenly—the same thought that he had thought many, many times before in his life. He didn’t think that it did him any more good now than it had the countless other times.

      “We had an anonymous tip that there was a WarDog on New Persephone and have been on your trail for almost two weeks now, Corporal,” Colonel Forrest said. “And I have to admit that you have proven quite elusive. Very good at avoiding our informant assets and our active surveillance scans.”

      Dog. Carl remembered the word that he had thought he heard in the transport car. Had that been an informant? Someone had recognized him?

      “I was preparing the strike mission myself when we realized that you had already engaged with a pair of xenomutants,” Forrest said with a look of mild surprise on her face. “When we interviewed Chief Odi, he claimed that you and the pair of xenomutants must have been stowaways in lower loading dock two and had nothing to do with him at all.”

      Liar! Carl thought. It seemed Odi hadn’t betrayed him—but only so that he could lie through the side of his face that the chief hadn’t sent Carl down there in the first place!

      Carl felt the anger in his chest warring with the anguish he felt. He wasn’t going to get out this time around, was he? He’d often felt as though he had cut it close before—staying a few days too long in this station or that habitat, especially when he had noticed one or two strangers seemed to be at the same avenues and corners a few days in a row. A WarDog on the run had to stay alert to things like that. To familiar strangers. To unmarked drones flying nearby. To sudden clicks, glitches, or whistles on the comms of his Pebble.

      He had thought that he was doing everything right in New Persephone. Maybe, as much as he hated Chief Odi, he had even grown a little complacent, knowing that Odi needed him.

      Another surge of anger, and Carl could feel his limbs tremble with the need to smash and claw and break and fight, fight, fight!

      But no. Breathe in, two, three. Out, two, three . . . Carl wasn’t going to let this Colonel Forrest and her two Pillarmen shoot him dead here. He wasn’t going to let Odi feel vindicated and victorious at having gotten away with removing him.

      “Hmm. Interesting.” When Carl’s anger subsided, and he was once again seeing with clear eyes, he saw that Colonel Forrest was looking at him once again appreciatively.

      “It seems that you can control your temper somewhat, Corporal Sebastian,” she said, licking her lips before saying, “Of course, we know that Chief Odi is lying to us. As I say, we have been on your trail for the last two weeks, and we, well, we are the Pillarmen. We have access to secure communications that few civilians or security staff—even of Chief Odi’s level—know exist,” the colonel said with a self-congratulatory smile.

      “We know of your conversation with the chief in Persephone Heights. We know of your arrangement with him. He used you as his private mercenary, dealing with cases of xenomutation quietly so that he wouldn’t have to spread panic among the populace and have a large-scale quarantine event here on New Persephone.”

      “There is xenomutation here,” Carl said with certainty, not feeling a bit of shame or loyalty to Chief Odi at all.

      “Indeed,” Colonel Forrest said, not going any further.

      “There is xenomutation everywhere,” Carl added—a barb that he knew the colonel would likely react to by immediately claiming that the United Terran Alliance was “clean of mutation” and that they were “keeping their citizens safe.”

      “There is,” Corporal Forrest surprised him by saying.

      Carl looked at her, and she looked at him. And the two very well-armored guards kept their guns trained on him.

      The ex-soldier heaved a sigh. “So, what happens now? You going to kill me? Or send me off to rehabilitation? Because to be honest, I don’t feel like hanging around for much longer.”

      “Ha!” This time, Colonel Forrest did laugh. “You’re funny, Corporal Sebastian. I wasn’t expecting that. Do you know that most of the Genetic Soldiers that we deal with are little more than raging, frenzied alcoholics by the time that my team gets to them? You are positively cerebral.”

      “Gee, thanks,” Carl grumbled. “Is that supposed to be a compliment?”

      “Just an observation,” Forrest said, nodding to herself as she straightened up, apparently coming to a conclusion.

      “Like I said earlier, Corporal Sebastian, you have a choice ahead of you. Everyone always has a choice. Yours is whether this conversation ends right here, or you decide for it to continue.”

      I have no idea what you are talking about, lady, Carl thought with a groan. “You keep calling me corporal. I’m not a soldier anymore,” he said a little sullenly.

      Colonel Forrest frowned at him. “I see. Well, I have the power to remedy that. Do you want to be a soldier again?”

      What!?

      “You have shown a remarkable resistance to the degradation that occurs to most in your program,” Corporal Forrest continued.

      “Like I said, my team usually gets called in when a WarDog goes berserk in a space port, usually some low-rent bar, and many people have died. You have thus far—how long has it been now, three years? Four?”

      “Four,” Carl grumbled. Four years since he was “retired.”

      “Four years since active service,” Forrest said solemnly. “And you have kept yourself together and shown great aptitude for staying off the radar. Haven’t apparently sought to join any mercenary, criminal, or undesirable factions. You haven’t defected to Palace.”

      Carl’s lip curled at the mere suggestion. Why would I? he thought. How many of his brothers and sisters had the Palacians killed?

      “And it appears that you have taken on a career as a xenomutant hunter. Using your skills—admittedly for credits—but using your special subset, nonetheless, in a way that actually helps the Alliance.”

      I wasn’t doing it for the Alliance, Carl thought as his fists clenched. In response, the two Pillarmen guards grew a little more alert.

      But the colonel appeared to realize that it was not a serious frenzy that Carl was exhibiting. Indeed, she appeared to accept his passing angers and signs of bad temper with apparent ease.

      “And so, you fit my current requirements almost perfectly, Corporal Sebastian,” she said, her storm-blue eyes catching his.

      “I am offering you a way back in, Carl. We have one last mission that we would like to give you. A very important mission that we really need someone like you to help with.”

      “Get fracked—” Carl burst out just as quickly, stopping himself too late at the look on Colonel Forrest’s face. It was serious and solemn once again.

      “I will give you one and only one chance to rephrase that, Corporal,” Forrest said. “Because when I walk out of here, I will either have your agreement, with you released from your bondage and given as much Neuroxenaline as you need now and forever—or I will be sending you to rehabilitation, where you will never be free again.”

      Her eyes flickered toward him. “As I keep on saying, Corporal Sebastian—the choice is entirely yours.”

      Carl Sebastian didn’t particularly think that it was much choice at all—either to be free, but in the service of the Pillarmen, or to disappear as so many others of his kind had vanished.

      But ever since the war had ended, Sebastian had learned how to make the best out of a bad situation. He had arguably learned more about how to survive once Palacians had stopped shooting at him than he had when they were.

      “Fine. I’ll do it. Sign me up,” Carl said with a growl.

      He even wondered why he felt the smallest, slightest surge of excitement at the thought of being on a mission once again.
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      The life of Carl Sebastian changed dramatically over the next twelve hours since his conversation with Colonel Forrest. As soon as she had left the room, a white-suited doctor had instead appeared and carefully removed the straps to let him down. The doctor conducted a range of physical motor tests before giving him his first injection of Neuroxenaline.

      As soon as the drug had entered his system, Carl felt a sort of lightness flood through his being. Even though it brought him relief, he hated it. He hated his body’s dependence on it. He wished that he had never signed up for the WarDog program.

      But back then, the war seemed very different, didn’t it? he asked himself. It had seemed as though the Palacians might even win.

      The white-suited doctor also had no name or insignia, but was a businesslike, even somewhat kindly, older gentleman with small eyes and not a lot of frizzy white hair.

      Carl noticed wryly that the doctor still did all of this under the watchful eyes of the two remaining Pillarmen guards. Ha! You don’t trust me that much, do you, Colonel?

      After that, Carl was left in his cell—although other unnamed, black-clad staff brought in blankets and a tray of food.

      “When does the mission start?” he asked the two Pillarmen guards, who remained silent as they merely stepped past him to press a hand over a steel panel on the wall. The panel depressed and slid back into the wall, where it revealed a porthole on the other side. The guards said no more as they exited the room, and Carl was left without his answer.

      The porthole showed a vision of orange and red, the ragged canyons and rocks of Persephone, with the lone lines of guide lights standing in lines across the alien world.

      Huh? Carl thought, before there was a sudden gust of fine, orange dust outside, and he felt a vibration start up under his feet.

      They were moving. When the dust cleared, he suddenly realized that the orange-and-red rocks and sands were moving, and they had risen a little higher in the air. Carl moved to press his face to the porthole of the window, looking down to see—

      The sudden flash of giant, black, mechanical legs underneath him.

      The ex- (and now reinstated) soldier realized that the cell where he was being held wasn’t in New Persephone station at all. The cell was in one of the giant lander drones. These were collections of large, steel habitat containers attached to giant, crablike legs that the Alliance used on worlds where wheels would too often get caught in craters and rifts.

      Their crab-vessel lander drone ate up the leagues as they moved, and Carl saw the edge of New Persephone station appearing as their vessel turned across alien plains. At the same time, his recent home receded just as quickly. There were the giant glass and steel geodesic domes of New Persephone, and there were the guide towers with their constant blinks of brilliant light holding back the orange murk.

      And there was his old home disappearing on the horizon. They traveled like this for what must have been over an hour, during which time Carl got thoroughly bored, but found the experience also vaguely reminiscent of his military career, where “hurry up and wait” had been a code that every soldier lived by as they were shipped between the stars, often with little to do but train and study.

      Soon enough, they arrived at their destination, approaching a tall structure in the distance.

      Carl blinked at the sight of it. It was vaguely funnel shaped, a long tube of a craft on three booster rockets with a segmented body that narrowed as it drew nearer its pointed prow.

      It was a ship. It was a sleek black-and-gray color and had no insignia on it at all.

      With a start, Carl realized that it was a Pillarmen ship. He felt his gut clench in something between anticipation and anxiety as the crablike lander drone raised itself higher on its legs while pistons fired on one side of the lower portion of the Pillarmen vessel. The crab vessel walked straight toward the vessel, and metal and rubber seals and gears eclipsed the porthole window as their lander attached itself to the ship. Carl could feel the hydraulic locks and sealants fixing in place, tying them both together. There was a series of shakes, thumps, and deep, structural groans as Carl guessed the drone was retracting its legs and getting ready for takeoff.

      And then, a light that the ex-WarDog didn’t even know existed flashed on, and holowords appeared over the door.

      

      ALL CREW PREPARE FOR LAUNCH. SUPPORT CREW AT THE READY . . .

      

      There was a series of pops from the walls over the bench as several sets of webbing appeared from the walls and burst over the bunch. At least they didn’t leave me tied to the wall, Carl thought as he sat down and strapped himself in. As soon as he was in, the shaking suddenly increased a lot—and they were taking off from New Persephone, heading for the stars, and the next phase of the mutant-hunter’s career.
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        * * *

      

      “Corporal Sebastian, you’re up!” The door to Carl’s cell hissed open sometime after the launch, for him to find himself facing the small, stern features of Colonel Forrest once again. She wore the same suit and was still accompanied by her two Pillarmen guards.

      “Here.” She had brought with her more gifts, depositing a set of mag-lock boots on the floor before him. “Size twelve, from our records?” she said, for Carl to nod with an uneasy growl.

      They even know my foot size!?

      There was also a black service suit—an all-in-one boiler suit with enough canvas pockets and straps to fit a small arsenal inside. It didn’t have any insignia on it either. With the complete lack of modesty that came with military operations, no one batted an eyelid as Carl stripped and got into his new attire, finally slipping his feet into the mag-lock boots that magnetized to the floor to stop him from floating off in the zero-G.

      “Now, welcome aboard the Abelard, Corporal Sebastian,” Forrest said as she led him out of the cell and into the corridors of their ship for the first time. Carl found himself trying to keep up with the small woman’s fast march to the main airlock between the landing drone and the UTA Abelard proper, stepping over the threshold and down onto a metal corridor with a gridded floor mesh and a functional, arched ceiling.

      There were other doors leading off the main corridor around them as they marched, and Carl saw stencil-stamped numbers next to them, but he had no idea what they meant. He wondered how many of them were cells used for WarDogs just like him.

      The two Pillarmen guards kept their silent guard behind him as they walked, and for the first time, Carl saw other servicemen and women on board, as well. These ones wore the same black, insignia-less service suits as he did, but they also had badges of rank. They had their heads bare, and so did not have the blacked-out helmets that the guards did, but none of them did more than nod discretely at the colonel as she marched past and did not say a word.

      “Gee, you train this bunch well, don’t you?” Carl murmured.

      “Only the best make it into the Pillars,” Forrest agreed as they made it to a set of stairs down to a main hold. There, several other servicemen and women were congregating. The hold was large and circular, and most of it was occupied by small transport vehicles—Carl recognized a couple of all-terrain buggies, alongside crates and crates and crates of black-box hardware, in front of which stood his new team.

      “Atten-HUT!” Forrest demanded of them as soon as Carl had fallen in line, and Carl gave into the familiar instinct, saluting perfectly.

      “At ease,” Forrest said, giving Carl a chance to shoot a look at the others.

      Three other people. Two men, one woman. One of the men was as big as a house with a scurf of a blonde crew cut, the other man much smaller, dark-skinned, with a studious look on his face. The only woman of their team was the shortest of all, with short red hair under a cap.

      “Team One, combat marines of the Pillarmen Abelard,” Forrest introduced them. “You are about to welcome a new member to your ranks, Corporal Sebastian of the 6th Battalion.”

      “Infantry?” muttered the red-haired woman with a derogatory grin.

      “Enough of that, Mendiata,” Forrest said just as suddenly. “Corporal Sebastian will be an acting special consultant to Team One and will have the same privileges as one, owing to his expertise.”

      Oh, why did you say that? Carl could have groaned, knowing that anything that singled out the new guy from the norm would only make it harder for the unit to gel together in the field.

      “So, this is Specialist Mendiata, demolitions, and we have Specialist Tucker,” Forrest introduced the Black marine who nodded curtly.

      “Comms and Tech,” Tucker stated.

      “And Lieutenant-Specialist Abrams.” Forrest introduced the biggest of them all, the giant man with blonde hair.

      “I guess I’m the specialist in messing people up.” Abrams grinned and folded his arms across his prodigious chest, displaying gigantic biceps, each one as large as Carl’s face.

      A demolitions expert, a comms expert, and a close-fire specialist? Carl thought. This was the bare bones you might need if you were going into enemy territory. Someone to blow the enemy structures up, someone to blow apart the enemy, and someone to tell HQ when it was done.

      Why, then, do they need a WarDog too?

      “Acting Specialist Corporal Sebastian will be joining your team as a pathfinder, ranger, and close-combat expert,” Forrest stated.

      I am? Carl thought.

      The rest of Team One didn’t appear to mind the imposition too much, apparently, and Carl wondered if these Pillarmen were used to sudden changes of personnel and more unique “special interest” missions.

      “We will be reaching the deployment zone in approximately eight hours EF flight, so I expect you all to be using that time to train and prepare for the mission ahead,” Forrest stated, taking out her personal Pebble and flinging some holograms into the air.

      One was of a planet, deep green, with hazes of white cloud cover. Clearly, it was an Earthlike, habitable planet—which were rare enough to be deemed very desirable by both the United Terran Alliance and the Palacians.

      The other holo was of a woman in her middling years, Asian, with long black hair styled into a braid and with smart, silver-and-blue robes. The colors of the United Terran Alliance, Carl thought, as he noted something familiar about her, but couldn’t quite place it.

      “This is planet Teilhard,” Forrest stated, indicating the first hologram.

      “Never heard of it,” Abrams offered with a grin. It seemed that the briefings were conducted informally here, Carl realized, as Forrest didn’t appear to mind the imposition. Not like the infantry, he thought. Or like Captain Heymeyer.

      “I’m not surprised. Teilhard is located on the edge of the Contested Zone between UTA system fourteen and Palace System three. Only charted about five years ago,” the colonel continued.

      Right at the end of the war, Carl thought.

      “Since the hostilities are officially over between the UTA and the Palacians, we have already announced our claim to the world via Frontier Rights. However, Palace has also placed a dispute.” Carl watched as Forrest made a face. “It’s a little off the easy routes, no nearby shipping lanes, and so its legal status is caught up in the Interspace Courts.” The colonel shrugged. “In such a case, we expect a squabble with Palace and for the process to get drawn out for a year or two, but for the planet to eventually be ceded to us.”

      So, what’s the big deal about it? Carl thought. The war was over. Why send UTA military to stake a claim on a world that was already going to come under Terran power anyway?

      “However, as of approximately two days ago, we received a high-priority distress call from the Songbird, a private UTA vessel, that she was in distress and had gone down on Teilhard.” Forrest brought forward the image of the woman.

      “Those of you who have paid any attention to the news feeds over the last few years will recognize this woman as Layani Silver, a UTA singer,” Forrest stated.

      “A singer?” Mendiata, beside Carl, groaned. “They’re sending Pillarmen to rescue some pop princess?”

      “Yes,” Forrest said sternly. “Silver, if anyone is interested, did a large number of for-the-troops performances during the war, and so she has become a bit of a mascot to our veterans. Her popularity and visibility has meant that she has visited a lot of military bases over the last years during the peace effort, and has been very useful as a token of peace between Palace and UTA, performing her repertoire for the Palacian forces as well.”

      “Sellout . . .” Carl heard Abrams mutter under his breath, this time earning a sharp look from the colonel.

      “Her ability to travel between our two peoples and have access to the Palacian royal circle has made her a very useful asset to UTA intelligence,” the colonel stated.

      She’s a spy, Carl realized. The UTA had turned this ex-forces starlet into an informant!

      “Layani Silver was on such a mission to Palace System Three when her ship diverted unexpectedly. They managed to get the alert message out before they went down, but since then—we have had no word.” The colonel said the last part flatly, and Carl saw the others around them wince.

      Two days? Carl thought. If Layani survived the landing at all, then she would also have to have survived two days in an undeveloped, alien territory. How likely was that for a pop singer?

      “Does Silver have any service personnel with her?” Carl asked, knowing what being stranded on alien planets could be like.

      “Indeed.” The colonel nodded. “The Songbird was a six-person vessel, one of which was Silver, and the other five were intelligence-trained operatives.”

      “Not Pillarmen, though,” Abrams said with a savage grin. “If she’d had us, she’d already be dining on caviar and champagne back on Old Earth, right?”

      “Right, Lieutenant!” Mendiata said with a grin. It was clear that the pride these two had in their unit was high, Carl noted. The third of their team, Tucker, smiled but wasn’t as vocal as the others.

      “I’m sure. However, this is the situation in front of us. UTA Command needs us to find out what happened to the Songbird, why she went down, where, and whether Silver and the others are still alive, and bring them back in. However, considering the legal status of Teilhard, we will be doing so discretely.”

      “Yes!” Abrams turned and offered a high five to Mendiata, for the much smaller woman to merely grimace. Carl found out just what she had against discrete missions a moment later:

      “You mean HALO jumps, right?” Abrams said.

      Oh, dear heavens. Carl understood Mendiata’s reticence. A HALO jump was military speak for “high altitude, low opening” parachute techniques, designed for the quick deployment of combat-ready troops straight to a target area. The troops would generally leap out of a high altitude vehicle, and then release their glider parachutes when under the radar of the enemy, meaning that they were effectively invisible.

      But it was also a gut-wrenching experience, Carl remembered. The WarDogs had used the HALO technique a few times, and he remembered wondering if throwing a squad of soldiers through the air at the same time as they were frenzying and starting to rage by the time that they hit the dirt was a good idea.

      It had always gotten the job done, though.

      “The UTA Abelard has stealth technology in place, so we should be able to enter orbit without being detected by Palace satellites. But yes, you will be deployed through HALO, and your mission will begin as soon as boots hit the dirt,” Forrest said.

      “Does Palace have planetary presence?” Carl asked seriously. What are we looking at, terrestrial railguns? Watch towers? He now thought that he understood why Forrest had wanted to add a WarDog to her secret mission. WarDogs were designed to be chucked against enemy positions, and usually enemy frontier planets. They were the “kill everything that popped their head up” sort of solution, after all.

      The colonel was nodding at his question. “Palace shouldn’t be on the dirt. Teilhard is contested, so the treaty states neither side can have any permanent or temporary presence.”

      Which we are going to break, Carl thought, before commenting, “Doesn’t mean that they aren’t already down there, though.”

      “Precisely,” Forrest said, before throwing another holo into the air, showing the planet Teilhard again, but this time from a different angle, where two moons were visible.

      “Approximately twenty-four hours after you make planetfall, Teilhard’s two moons will eclipse, creating the only possible window that we have to get you—and Silver—off planet. The shadow of the moons will create a screen which will affect telemetry of any Palacian spy satellites. The Abelard will take advantage of this, making a direct landing for you to return to ship and for us to leave. The entire exit of the mission is just as vital as the entrance and will have to be performed without any margin of error. Understood?”

      “Sir, yes, sir!” the Pillarmen, each and every one of them, chorused.

      “Yes, Colonel,” Carl heard himself say automatically, before wondering how deeply ingrained his training was. Did it only take a superior officer to bark at him with that voice for him to perform?

      “So,” Abrams nodded, his previous humor evaporating into one of deadly seriousness. “Eight hours to get to Teilhard, then twelve hours to recover Silver and get out?”

      The colonel nodded.

      “Then we’d better get to know what you’re capable of, hadn’t we?” Abrams turned to Carl.
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      Six Years Ago

      

      “Code Red. Local Command Group. Code Red . . .”

      The voice of the automated distress sign continued speaking with a glitchy, static-filled sound even though the disaster had already visited the soldiers of the 6th Battalion.

      There were flashes of orange emergency light, but they were dim and were mostly hidden by the black smokes of the fires and burning equipment. Carl realized that he was alive only when he smelled soot and worked out that he had to be not-dead if his nose was functioning.

      Jadakar? Fodova? Carl thought, raising his head.

      “Arrgh!” A sudden wave of pain rolled through him, shooting up his spine like a lightning bolt and electrifying his limbs.

      Why can’t I move? Why can’t I move!? Carl thought in alarm, seeing the black smoke running across the ceiling of the bunker and seeing the sandbags in the walls already horribly pushed and out of place, as if the very earth that they had been built against had decided to roll back over them.

      Corporal Carl Sebastian, Alpha Squad of the 6th Battalion, lay on his back and remembered where he was, if not what exactly had happened. It was several worlds after Frontier World 450. The third deployment after that, to be precise, and eighteen months later than when he had first encountered the xenomutational lifeforms.

      The war felt like a mess. Every time that Carl lifted his head out of his life of shoveling sand and manning watch posts, he saw on the news feeds the dizzying array of stories: That Palace had nuked Frontier World 221. That they had shot down the Liberty Caravans between UTA System Three and UTA System Four. There was noise of some new disease spreading among the contested frontier worlds, but no one had yet worked out what it was. Some new disease? An infection?

      There were even darker rumors among the men that the xenomutation had been spotted on other worlds than 450. That it was some kind of infection that spanned entire alien solar systems, but Carl had merely shaken his head and ignored it. He wasn’t paid enough to understand—or believe—such rumors.

      The war between the UTA and Palace was enough to occupy any soldier’s mind, and everyone had a perfect theory of what they should be doing and what they were doing wrong.

      “Long-distance, slow-burn nuclear warheads,” was one favored idea among the troops. Send some slow-moving nuclear missiles through space, so slow that they didn’t trigger any alerts, and wait until they hit Palace’s home world.

      The only problem with such a solution was that it would take roughly between three to six years for the nuclear missiles to make it there, by which time the entire war could be over.

      Corporal Carl Sebastian and the rest of the 6th Battalion were stationed on Frontier World 185. Pretty close to the UTA territories, and they had been here for the last several months, locked into a stalemate land battle with the distant Palacian forces halfway across a muddy, waterlogged continent.

      Why the hell the UTA wants 185 is anybody’s guess, Carl had heard Jadakar say many, many times, and he would have agreed. The fighting on 185 had slowed to the daily exchange of fire, which meant loading up the heavy railguns and firing them off against the enemy gun emplacements and having no idea whether they were doing any serious damage or not. The loss of life was minimal, mostly if you got lazy and started to walk around the front line with your head above the sandbag parapets.

      But then something had happened. There was a flash in the sky from behind their position, and the earth had heaved.

      “Jadakar? Fodova?” Carl tried again, and even, “Lieutenant Rogers?”

      There was a hissing sound in the air, and when Carl raised his head once more, he saw that there was sand spilling from the sandbags, as well as a darker, richer mud from the floors. It had already filled about a third of their chamber, covering their ammo boxes and food crates.

      “Seb?” He heard a voice. It was Jadakar’s, and when Carl lifted his head, he could see that there was a form easing itself toward him. It was Jadakar alright, but he had a sheet of red down one side of his face, and one arm hung uselessly at his side.

      “Seb. Thank the stars. I think they nuked us. I don’t know . . . We have to get out,” Jadakar was saying, but his voice was croaky as he settled against Carl’s body and started to heave and pull at something covering Carl’s legs.

      “Agh! Dear suffering son of a fracking . . . !” Carl swore. A lot. And then the pain was suddenly gone from his legs.

      “You had a crate on you. Come on, Fodova’s already out. I came back for you,” Jadakar was saying, grabbing Carl under the arms and starting to pull him backwards, to more eruptions of pain.

      “Ach! Dammit! The lieutenant? Rogers?” Carl managed to ask, and he could hear the answer in the way that Jadakar’s hands tightened on him.

      “He’s gone. Under the wall, and you will be, too, if we don’t get out!” Jadakar was saying, as the pain returned while his friend dragged and carried him through the small fox tunnel, back to the surface.

      Carl was moving in and out of consciousness, seeing snippets of sandbag walls change to a deep golden haze in the sky and then to churned mud.

      And then stars. He remembered bright lines of fire streaking across the sky above, heading in the direction of the Palace forces.

      “Did we get them? Is that the cavalry?” he remembered asking before the darkness claimed him.
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        * * *

      

      It was only later, when Carl woke up on the UTA gunship the Wellington, that he found out what had happened.

      It hadn’t been a nuke that the enemy had fired at them, apparently—but it was close enough. A suborbital spike, a metal rod that was larger than a couple of dropships lying end to end, had been released from a super-fast, low-orbit fighter behind their position.

      The Palacians had apparently been pulling their forces back from the edge for the last several days, leaving only automated gun emplacements, so that when their suborbital spike hit, and the resulting shockwave smashed through the UTA positions, they had been far enough away to only feel slight tremors underfoot.

      But it didn’t matter to the UTA forces like Carl, Jadakar, and Fodova whether it was “officially” a nuke or not. The metal spike had been loaded with spent plutonium cores, meaning that it still resulted in a radioactive blast wave that covered their position with a fine drift of radioactive dust.

      Carl and Jadakar and the others were officially toast, as far as their health records went.

      “You mean I might live another twenty, thirty odd years and then get cancer of every organ in my body?” Carl croaked from his sick bed aboard the Wellington.

      “Yes, Corporal Sebastian,” the white-suited doctor of the Wellington had responded. He appeared to be a professional, businesslike young man with military-cropped hair. “You and everyone else on the UTA front line of World 185 can expect to enjoy a perfectly healthy service life for the next two decades, but your retirement will be . . .” He winced.

      “Wonderful,” Carl groaned.

      “But there is an answer, Corporal,” the doctor said, selecting a holo from his screen and holding it in the air in front of Carl. It was a digital image of a human picked out in blue, with several glowing red dots and a fine red threadwork running through the person’s body.

      “There is a new, experimental program that I am advising all of your squad and all UTA personnel on the front line of 185 to be forwarded into. It will involve surgically altering your body, introducing entirely new lymph glands, which will help to completely eradicate the radioactive particles in your system,” the doctor stated.

      At the bottom of the holoimage, Carl could see the words Restricted Access Program: Genetic Enhancement.

      “What, some kind of anti-cancer treatment?” Carl slurred the words past his painkillers. Even through this amount of pain, he was still somewhat dubious.

      “Radiation is a common threat to all of us, soldiers and civilians of the UTA,” the military doctor said with a troubled grimace. “We are a space-faring race now, traveling vast distances on drives that are essentially nuclear fusion reactors. The dangers associated with radiation for our entire civilization are high, and of course, the military want to have their soldiers in the best possible condition in order to defeat Palace.”

      Carl hurt. Even with all the drugs, every part of his body ached.

      “I won’t lie to you, Corporal,” the doctor said. “It is quite a procedure and will take a while to get used to. It will give your body many benefits which the UTA military are eager to use against Palace.”

      “The people who did this to me, you mean,” Carl growled. The Palacians had put him in this medical bed. They had written his death warrant. They had made sure that his last years would be in terrible, crippling agony.

      “What do you say, Corporal? Is that a yes that you want the new treatment?” the doctor asked. “I have to tell you that I already have a good uptake across your particular unit, Alpha Squad. You will not be undergoing the treatment alone.”

      Carl licked his lips. He had never much thought about what he had imagined his life to be after the military. All he had figured when he had signed up was that he would get out better than he went in. Good certificates. Good pension. He could score a job anywhere, in any engineering department across the Alliance.

      Not if my body is crippled with radiation though, he considered.

      Palace had stolen his future. They had stolen his life.

      “Sign me up, Doctor. I’ll be in your program,” Carl breathed.
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      “So, soldier, I bet they don’t play Marine Tag on whatever nowhere barracks you were stationed,” said Mendiata as she hopped over the line in the middle of the dock space, tossing a metal ball casually in one hand, while in the other, she held a small metal rod. There was a ripple of amusement from Abrams, who was busy working his way through an entire weights stack, it seemed, as Specialist Tucker was checking and rechecking parts of comms equipment.

      The colonel had left the team to their own training programs in the dock of the UTA Abelard, and, from Specialist Mendiata’s tone, it appeared that the “play nice” etiquette was officially over as soon as the CO was out of the room.

      But Carl was surprised at how easy he felt in this place. It was a military space, meaning that everything here had a purpose. Just so long as they were doing their job, no one would particularly care more than that. It was refreshing to Carl to be in that kind of company once again. Very different from the various stations and habitats he had been in over the last four years, where he constantly had to keep an eye on his back.

      There were crates stacked and secured against the walls of the docks, and the main space in the middle had been opened up to allow them a medium-sized training arena. Carl had watched as his new squad mates had pulled out the gym equipment and operational utilities with ease and got to work without needing direction.

      Knowing what is expected of you and doing it, he thought. How many people had it that lucky in life?

      “Marine Tag, soldier? It’s a game,” Mendiata said to him, grinning broadly as she tossed the silver ball up and down in her hand. “All you gotta do is . . .” She threw the silver ball high.

      It fell back down toward her, for the marine to sweep the handheld rod toward it in a sudden flash of her wrist. A line of a blue holo like a baseball flickered into existence the moment before she struck the ball.

      Bleep! The silver projectile flashed and emitted a single, flat tone and hung in the air where the holobat had swept through it.

      “See? Easy,” Mendiata said. “You try not to get hit by the silver, and you can hit it to stop it for three seconds. Got it?”

      “Is that it?” Carl narrowed his eyes at her. Specialist Mendiata was right in that the infantry of 6th Battalion had not played the game as a part of their training—but he had expected something called “Marine Tag” to be at least a bit more fearsome, considering how the UTA Marines (and presumably the Special Ops Pillarmen too) prided themselves on being the best of the best.

      Also, Carl had plenty of ex-military experience about when someone was trying to get one over on him.

      “Well . . .” Mendiata fished into the black side pockets of her service suit, fishing out another silver ball and throwing it into the air, tapping it with the blue holo form of her bat before throwing another too. “We can always make it interesting . . .”

      Carl gave a heavy out breath as he grinned wryly to himself. Okay, okay—I know how this goes . . . he thought to himself as he tightened his service suit a little at the ankles, waist, and wrist. This was the part that you had to go through every time you were in a new deployment or among a new squad, wasn’t it?

      The locals want to know whether you measure up, he knew as he cracked his shoulders and stepped over the line. Carl had expected something like this coming, and he was even glad that it was coming now, in this form. Better than to have it happen down there on Teilhard.

      They need to know how I handle conflict. How tough I am. Whether I am a liability to their team or not . . . he thought as he looked at Mendiata throwing the holobaton to him. The three silver balls were hanging in the air in front of him, wobbling just a little on their tiny positional engines.

      “Just hold the handle tight,” Mendiata said, for Carl to experimentally squeeze it and for the holographic bat to spring outwards.

      “Ready?” She beamed at him. Abrams started snickering.

      Carl shrugged. I mean, how bad can it be?

      “Good, oh—and look out for the joker in the bunch,” Mendiata said, pressing a control on her wrist for one of the silver balls to suddenly extend small, iron studs across its surface. They weren’t sharp spikes, as far as Carl could see from this distance—but they could easily give him a concussion or break his nose if they hit.

      “Go!” Mendiata said with glee, pressing another button on her wrist. This caused the three silver weights to start circling and swooping toward him.

      Hey! Carl ducked as one of the silver weights narrowly missed his head, spinning past just after he had dodged another of the three that were lower and to his left.

      He struck out with the holobaton, not managing to hit the ball that rolled past him and halting the bat in midair as the other two balls were already turning back to him.

      It’s like a dance, Carl thought, seeing how the floating balls weren’t moving exceptionally fast. They were slower than a baseball, for sure, and reminded him a little of the speed that air mobiles could spin indoors. Almost lazy, he thought as he jumped to the side of one ball, reached out to strike the second ball. It paused as Carl turned around—just in time to see the first one he had struck start to move.

      They also didn’t seem to sweep straight for him, he realized. They moved on perhaps a random sweep pattern, with each of them revolving around him somewhere between two or three times before they unexpectedly attempted to close the distance.

      The studded weight hadn’t hit him yet, a fact that Carl was proud of as he spun on his feet to slap the holobat through one, and then arc it down onto another one to stop two at a time.

      Ha! he thought. Is this all you got!?

      Specialist Mendiata, apparently, thought not.

      “Not bad, infantry,” she said, tapping the controls on her wrist once more—for the flying weights to suddenly speed up.

      “Whoa!” Carl managed to state, as the studded weight shot toward his head and another slammed into his upper thigh with a painful thud.

      “Ach!” he hissed as he hopped to one side, remembering to keep on turning to avoid the spin of the third ball.

      There was a snicker from the crowd. Now Abrams and Mendiata were watching the poor, untrained infantry soldier attempting to play a Marine and Pillarmen combat game. Carl heard the chuckle of their laughter and felt his heart hammer in anger momentarily.

      And his body flushed a little hotter.

      Sweep. He dodged another of the flying weights and had to hop to avoid another ball that almost hit his other leg.

      Carl suddenly realized how he must look as he struck at—but missed—the third flying weight as it rushed past him. He must look ridiculous, dancing and hopping and ducking and turning around He wondered if this had been the whole point of the game. To make him look like a fool. To give the others a good laugh at his ridiculous behavior.

      Sweep. Another of the balls managed to flash past his shoulder, just missing it as Carl floundered after it with the holobaton—again he missed—and then he felt the pulse of rage inside of him.

      Carl didn’t even think “oh no” as the lab-created glands and chemicals kicked in. He didn’t try to control it this time as his senses started to focus and sharpen, and even time appeared to slow . . .

      His body felt cool, and any aches and pain that his muscles might have felt from being struck by the ball before vanished. He felt centered, alert, light.

      Flash. Carl struck out at one of the oncoming weights, freezing it as he slid one foot wide, ducked under the second, and straightened up to halt the third.

      And then Carl was spinning on his heel toward the third, weighted ball . . .

      “Huh,” he heard Mendiata shout from her safe perimeter. “You got some moves, infantry. How about faster still, huh?”

      Carl even heard the gentle taps of her fingers on her screen as she hit the controls once, twice . . .

      And the weighted and studded ball—the joker—suddenly flashed toward him.

      Okay, so this was fast—Carl realized. He felt the vibration whistle past his cheek as he dropped one knee to the floor. The first weight had released from its three seconds and was spiraling toward him. It was an easy thing to strike up and freeze it again.

      At once, Carl felt his body lock in, to move instinctively and almost without his control as some unconscious battle instinct kicked in. His WarDog rage, which had brought him to this place, evaporated into the clear focus of the present. The soldier’s thoughts started to clear, leaving behind only the intelligence of his body: the duck, the sweep, the movement of his limbs. It was a joy. It was an ecstasy. It was fast.

      “Holy frack . . .” Abrams was muttering. “Have you ever seen someone moving that fast?”

      “Beginner’s luck,” Specialist Mendiata growled, and, in the orchestra of noise that surrounded Carl, there was also the tap of her fingers on the controls.

      The weights around Carl were moving too fast for the human eye to follow. But the WarDog wasn’t relying on his eyes alone. He saw the flash of metal across his vision, and he felt the stir of air hit his cheek and his neck. He had already extrapolated where the studded weight would be.

      Carl spun, freezing it before the weight even turned toward him. At the same time, Carl jackknifed his body, leaping out of the way of the next weight to freeze the next, and then turn again.

      Thunk!

      He was hit in the small of the back by the third ball, and he didn’t even notice the pain, but felt the thump.

      “Faster,” Mendiata breathed.

      “Enough. Enough!” Carl heard Abrams snapping. Abruptly, there was a flash of light as all three of the weights froze. Carl spun into position, panting in short bursts as he watched for the next attack.

      The next enemy.

      Instead, there was the large form of Abrams, lumbering toward the outer perimeter of the circle, and there was Mendiata, scowling at her Pebble screen on her wrist.

      I would go for his knees. Gotta stay out of reach of those arms . . . Carl was thinking as he saw Abrams reach his arms up. He was broad. Bigger than Jadakar had been, the WarDog’s battle mind was thinking. I could go for the neck, just under the jaw. A fast blow to his windpipe would stop him dead . . .

      “Hey, hey!” Abrams was saying, regarding him with an odd look on his face as he collected the silver weights.

      Jadakar. Where is Jadakar? Carl felt the thought flash through his mind as he looked at Abrams.

      Oh. Jadakar is dead, isn’t he? the WarDog suddenly remembered. His friend lay on enemy soil, a long ways from here. His body had never even been recovered.

      “Corporal, Sebastian . . .” Abrams was now looming over him, and Carl’s thoughts were losing that crystal-edged sharpness. He felt a shiver and a wave of exhaustion roll through him, but it was nothing as severe as the tremors that he had been feeling before, back in New Persephone.

      The Pillarmen doctor, Carl thought. He had given him his dose of Neuroxenaline, hadn’t he? That explained Carl’s speed and his skill, and also the fact that he was recovering from the battle experience faster. He was still exhausted, but it wasn’t the crippling fatigue that he had felt before.

      “You good?” Abrams was looking at him, and Carl felt the familiar wariness in himself. What are they going to think about my abilities?

      Carl nodded. “I’m good,” the WarDog murmured.

      “Those reaction times,” Abrams said in awe. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      “I have.” Specialist Tucker, across from them and quiet in the background, had apparently been watching the entire procedure. Carl shot him a quick look.

      “Before I was a Pillarman, I was with the Marine Signals Regiment,” Tucker said. “We were pretty close to the front line, getting intel on the enemy and deploying drone satellites.”

      Carl nodded that he knew what the specialist meant. If he had been on the front line in the last war, then he probably would have seen his regiment, the WarDogs, when they were deployed. The WarDogs were the shock troops. The line breakers. The Hell in army boots.

      “I’m not following.” Abrams frowned.

      “He’s a damn Dog, that’s what Tucker is suggesting!” Mendiata said, her tone thick with emotion.

      “A Dog?” Abrams, bless him, appeared confused by this new information. “You mean a WarDog? I thought they all got retired.”

      “Retired. Decommissioned. Rehabilitated,” Carl heard himself say, the scorn heavy in his voice. “There’s a whole lot of terms for what happened to us, and they all pretty much amount to the same thing,” he said with disgust. “I don’t know of any of my old troop still on the outside.” Carl turned so he wouldn’t have to show them the anger on his face. “I don’t even know if any of them are alive.”

      Breathe in, two, three. Out, two, three . . .

      When he had gathered himself together, he turned back to see Abrams, Mendiata, and Tucker all looking at him speculatively.

      “I know what you must be thinking,” Carl muttered to them as he shrugged and started to move out to the edge of the hold. “Can you trust me? Am I going to go ballistic on you? Am I a liability? How long before I make a move on you?”

      “Actually,” Abrams’ voice called out to him before he even had time to reach the door. “I was thinking I was pretty glad I had someone who could do all of that on my side, rather than against me.”

      Carl paused, turning around to catch the lieutenant’s eye. To his surprise, Abrams had a reassuring look on his face. Just like how Jadakar and Captain Heymeyer used to look at him, a part of him thought.
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      COMMAND & CONTROL BOARD: UTA Abelard: Mission Update . . .

      / Arrival at target site in T minus 15 minutes . . .

      / Slowing fuel injection system . . .

      / Initiating deceleration thrusters . . .

      / Checking stealth array . . . GOOD . . . Activating . . .

      / Signal jammers . . . ACTIVE . . .

      / Silent running . . . ACTIVE . . .

      

      The UTA Abelard arrived in Teilhard space not with the sudden, increasing streak of blue plume from its main reactors as any ship traveling at “normal” Faster Than Light would have done.

      Instead, the cylinder of black metal decreased its fuel burn well ahead of time, meaning that its approach was slower, but also that it was a lot less visible to enemy radar telescopes. A slew of barely recognizable jumbled frequencies was emitted, copying the radionic signatures of meteor showers. They wouldn’t look like a powerful military warship to any viewer. They would appear to be just some other patch of perfectly normal, “natural” space activity.

      The outer plates of the UTA Abelard were specially coated with substances that deflected radar scans, and all long-distance comms were silenced. They were a dagger in the night, and only if someone had eyes on their physical ship would they be able to see them.

      Ahead lay the green, tan, and blue world of Teilhard with its two sister moons: the larger white orb of Teilhard One, and the smaller, grayer cousin of Teilhard Two. In the far distance, the sun for this frontier system burned like a bright, angry eye as the Pillarmen attack vessel approached.

      “Entering contested zone.” On the command bridge of the Abelard, a senior technician announced the words in a muted voice. The screen above them showed two giant waves of color, one blue (UTA territory) and the other an alarming orange (Palace) with the space between hazed out in a light green. The screen above showed not just the political territories, but it was also a map of the local, known—or suspected—radar ranges of the enemy. There were smaller, deeper orange circles that they approached, some of which overlapped.

      None of Palace’s radar systems covered Teilhard. None of the known ones were supposed to, anyway.

      “Bring up last known Songbird data logs,” Colonel Forest said from her command seat on the bridge. A screen showed a tiny vector blinking across the screen in a straight line—straight from UTA space toward Palace System Three—and another blinking blue line followed it exactly—before diverting halfway along and making a dizzying, curved descent straight toward Teilhard.

      The Songbird which carried Layani Silver looked as though it had been suddenly, surprisingly, attacked—or that it had suffered some massive technical emergency. In her chair, lit up by neon controls, Colonel Forrest once again scowled at the image before minimizing it with a gesture of one hand. This wasn’t the time for guesswork. This was the time for action.

      “ETA on deployment,” Forrest said.

      “Ready in four minutes,” the senior navigation technician informed her.

      And now the knife of a ship was turning in a silent arc toward the surface of the planet, its engine changing from a low burn to just a hazy whisper of blue as she allowed the smaller thrusters and gravity itself to pull her down.

      “Ready Team One. Tell them it’s going to be shaky . . .” Forrest said, as the Abelard hit the thermosphere then made its way down into the mesosphere. The ship started to reverberate with the pressures of entry.

      The craft was moving fast. Fast enough to gather its own corona of plasma around its nose cone as multiple vectors appeared on the screens, including the flashing target that was supposed to be where the Songbird had gone down given her last known readings, as well as the vectors for the planned deployment.

      “Deceleration thrusters!” The colonel squeezed the armrests so that the microthrusters would fire all along the front of her vessel. This slowed them down so that the acceleration wouldn’t tear the Pillarmen HALO team—or the Abelard itself—apart when the launch bay doors opened.

      The thrusters fired as the black wedge hit the upper limits of the stratosphere. They had timed it so that they were on the night side of the planet, but to any onlooker on the ground, there would still be a streaking flash across the sky, like a shooting star.

      A shooting star that brought with it some very well-trained and heavily armored UTA troops.

      And one WarDog.

      The corona of burning plasma vanished, and suddenly the Abelard was streaking across the ceilings of cloud, and the large mission countdown on the holoscreen before the colonel had reached 00:00:00.

      “Team One, go! Go! Go!” she announced, and her command snapped through the ships internal comms systems, reaching the small unit inside the air lock by the main launch bay doors.

      “You heard the lady,” Lieutenant Abrams was roaring from the inside of his personal defense suit. “Team One is go!”

      Corporal Carl Sebastian was similarly caparisoned in the sleek blackness of his personal defense suit, his face lit from beneath with a faint blue glow. He had been shown what to do when the time came, and he had performed this procedure before. The gear and equipment had been updated in the last four or so years, but the basic principle amounted to the exact same thing.

      Throw a whole bunch of otherwise healthy human beings out of a moving aircraft at a stationary object.

      Carl hit the release for the webbing that had held him strapped against the walls, his rugged metal, rubber, and canvas boots hitting the floor as he sprang forward. Mendiata was already at the air lock, Tucker behind her, and then Carl, with Abrams bringing up the rear. They all seized on the overhead straps as . . .

      “Air lock opening in three, two . . .” Mendiata called. The door started to hiss open, and the room inside became a hurricane of rushing air.

      “Team One deploy!” Abrams was shouting over the comms. Mendiata leaned back a little. Using the overhead strap for leverage, she jumped forward without hesitation, one boot hitting the inner floor of the Abelard, then another, and then . . .

      “Boo-YAH!” She had flipped over the side, disappearing as Tucker was already making his run. He was silent as he leapt, but Carl caught a glimpse of his rictus grin as he surged after Mendiata.

      And then it was Carl’s turn, and he felt his heart hammer as his strange biology released synthetic endorphins and stimulants, and he was running forward, one boot pounding on the secure flooring of the Abelard, another, another . . .

      WarDogs! he yelled in his mind (or at least, Carl thought it was in his mind) as he jumped from the ship and somersaulted into the air beyond the speeding craft. He instantly felt the wash of air take him , and the vastness of the craft above and behind him as he tumbled and tumbled and . . .

      “Steady!” Abrams was shouting over the suit-to-suit shortwave comms, and Carl remembered to spread his arms and legs out, creating as much wind resistance as possible as he fell.

      As he flew.

      Through sudden grays and the mist of clouds, then falling out of their underside, following the two smaller forms of his fellow team members toward a dark landscape. The night vision on his helmet, as well as his own “natural” abilities, kicked in. His eyes sharpened, and he saw that they were falling into a sea of green—a forest, broken with rocks and canyons and rivers. His digital display overlaid it, showing him the broad green flashing arrows that pointed toward the preselected landing site.

      “One thousand feet deploy parachute! One thousand feet!” Abrams was reminding them all, as Carl saw the first flying Pillarman—Specialist Mendiata—abruptly jerk upwards as her rectangular glider parachute deployed from her back.

      “See you there, losers!” she called over the comms as Carl fell past her.

      Tucker was rising above, performing the move expertly. Carl glanced at the altimeter on his visor display.

      

      1025 . . .

      1008 . . .

      985 . . .

      

      “Frack!” Carl hit the release on his chest to feel the powerful punch, as if some god had snatched him out of the air. He was rising as his glider caught the wind, and he was grabbing the handles to control it.

      It was awkward, and he was swaying. He clearly had nowhere near the practice that the others had.

      “Tighten up, Sebastian!” Abrams was shouting over the comms as the Dog almost performed a perfect loop.

      

      Target zone reached . . .

      

      His digital display on the inside of his visor reminded him that he was about to land, and he was suddenly looking down to see an area with a long green sward which Specialist Mendiata was already standing up in, releasing the catches for her parachute behind. Specialist Tucker was just hitting the grass and rolling, his parachute trailing behind him.

      Dammit! Carl swore, pulling hard on the glider handlebars so that he swerved toward the land.

      His feet hit the earth, and he was running—but he had come in too fast, and he was rising again, bouncing back into the air.

      “Sebastian!” he heard Abrams shouting as he tried to slow his flight again, turning the glider . . .

      But the thin material had caught in the rangy, twisting branches of the nearest trees. It was pulling him toward them as the material wrapped itself around the boughs and trunks, half lifting him from his feet and swinging him around like a pendulum.

      Carl hit the glider release catches on his shoulders to fall from almost ten feet in the air. He landed on the soil in a bouncing, skidding roll. That sent clods of grass and earth everywhere on either side before he finally came to a halt at the foot of some alien tree the size of a tank.

      “Ugh . . .” Carl groaned as he flopped onto his back, panting.

      “Well, that was close, infantry.” Mendiata calmly walked up to him, offering her hand to haul him from the ground. “Look.” She nodded beyond where he had landed. On the other side of the giant tree, its roots clung to the edge of a ledge of rock that fell an easy thirty feet straight down to a fast-moving, rocky river.

      “I don’t feel very lucky,” Carl groaned.
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      Team One Mission Clock: 00.13.45

      

      “Well, I guess there’s no hiding where she went down,” Specialist Pillarman Mendiata said as she paused on the path that led gradually toward the alien forests on Teilhard.

      Carl was only a few steps behind Mendiata, emerging from the overhanging, vinelike branches that choked the path to see the Pillarman looking over the cliff edge and the forested valley below. It was approximately an hour and a half since Team One had made their landing on the planet, and Carl thought that it should be approaching midnight—by whatever standards this alien planet measured time, that was.

      So far, they had removed their glider chutes and gear, digging a small pit to stash them in. Lieutenant Abrams had informed them that if this was any other mission, then they might even have to set them on fire to destroy the evidence of their arrival. But since they had no intelligence on the planet, they would have to make do with the probability that no one would go out digging holes searching for evidence of UTA activity.

      “We’re on a dark mission,” Abrams had informed them, giving them the shortest-ever pep talk that Carl had heard. That meant that they had no comms to the UTA Abelard above them, and that they had to reduce as many signs as they could of their presence.

      It’s bad enough that there is a UTA intelligence asset down here on a contested planet, Carl thought. It probably wasn’t enough to start a war—but certainly could be considered a “diplomatic incident” in the confusing language of political speak.

      The path they had followed could have been an animal track or a natural subsidence of the land toward the river cliff, with the monstrous vine-appearing trees overhanging on one side and with shrubs and creepers stretching across the path haphazardly.

      Now, they could see where a ribbon of a stream moved underneath them, before plunging into a dark expanse of forest picked out in blacks and silvery grays.

      And one long churned-up pathway cutting through the forest, with the double moonlight of Teilhard’s two satellites picking out jagged and burst metal at the far end.

      “It wasn’t pretty, but she made the best of it she could,” Tucker breathed as he joined them, and he pointed out the long line of broken and fractured trees that the Songbird must have struck before it finally hit the dirt.

      “What’s the possibility of survivors?” Abrams said, arriving at the rear of their short column. Carl heard Tucker’s wince in his voice.

      “Hard to say. The reactor clearly didn’t blow, so that’s about the best chance they have to still be breathing,” the technical specialist was saying. “If they were strapped in and prepared for an emergency landing? Then even a civilian vessel like the Songbird should have a crash cage. They could get out of there with only moderate injuries.”

      “Moderate injuries,” Abrams echoed, and Carl unconsciously shared their thought. How equipped is a pop star to deal with moderate injuries? Silver might be an intelligence asset, but she was no soldier, nor marine, nor Pillarman.

      Specialist Tucker lifted his wrist and started tapping on it for a few moments before making a negative grunt. “And just like on the Abelard, there’s no emergency SOS signal being broadcast.” Tucker turned to nod toward Abrams, as if that meant something. Then the lieutenant was nodding for them to move on down the path, toward where it sloped down to the river’s edge and to the crash site beyond.

      “What’s that?” Carl asked in a low voice as he cast Tucker and Abrams a look. “No SOS?”

      Once again, Tucker turned to look over his shoulder at the lieutenant as if checking whether it was okay to talk.

      What are you not telling me? Carl felt a flash of annoyance, a very particular annoyance that he remembered from his time in the military. Spies. Military intelligence. All that operational security that meant that the people on the ground didn’t know half of what they ought to know to get the job done.

      It also irked Carl because he suspected that Tucker or Abrams might feel that he didn’t have the right to the same information that the rest of the Pillarmen—his team—might have.

      “It’s just . . .” Abrams growled as they trudged lower and lower, with Mendiata taking point, her rifle raised and at the ready.

      “Every craft has an automatic SOS distress signal, right?” Specialist Tucker took over, as some unseen understanding went between the men. “Civilian craft, military craft . . . When the proverbial hits the fan, and a craft goes down in an accident, then a distress call is broadcast from the triple-secured SOS box, heavily protected against impact, radiation, crash, and what have you.”

      Carl nodded that he understood. Even between the UTA and Palace, the laws of a starship in distress reverted to the ancient maritime customs of Old Earth. (Not that it meant that the UTA or the Palacians would respond, but if the nearest vessel didn’t move to help, then it would be a propaganda bonanza for the other side.)

      “And this one never sounded,” Abrams finished.

      “Maybe it got damaged in the crash?” Carl suggested. They were nearly at the bottom of the escarpment now, and Mendiata had already disappeared ahead between the trees.

      “I’ve found a good ford to cross,” she called back. “Not too deep, river isn’t fast.” The ease and expertise with which she talked about such things made Carl reflect that this team must have done such planetary incursions before.

      “Maybe,” Specialist Tucker agreed with her. “But the reactor didn’t blow. That’s usually the only thing that can take out an SOS box. And it’s hardwired into every ship’s mainframe. There’s usually no manual cut-out.”

      “Usually?” Carl frowned as he slid down the last edge of scree to find his boots scrunching on a narrow pebble beach, with a wide wash of dark water ahead of them before a lower forested bank on the opposite side. Mendiata had already moved to the water’s edge and was scanning up and down stream with her rifle.

      “Okay, so there is no manual cut-out of the SOS box,” Tucker stated. “Not unless you’re flying a ship like the Abelard,” the specialist said as he slid down the bank next to Carl.

      “Ah,” Carl suddenly understood what their concern was. Silver was an intelligence asset, but he hadn’t thought that she was that important. Did that mean that the Songbird had been fitted with intelligence-level equipment too? Enough for it to go dark even if it crashed?

      And, whatever mission Silver had been drafted on—had her crew been instructed to NOT send out SOS signals even if a fatal accident went down? That sounded more important than a diplomatic mission to Carl’s ears—and maybe it had to Tucker and Abrams too.

      “Single file. Move out.” The lieutenant nodded for Mendiata to go first, easing through the water with her rifle held high as Carl took up the guard position behind her, scanning the opposite riverbank. No movement.

      Mendiata had cleared halfway when Abrams directed Carl to start across, while Tucker and Abrams took up guard positions. The ex-WarDog slid his boots into the fast-flowing water, feeling the slight chill against his suit and the pressure of the current. The river wasn’t deep though, and by the time that he was halfway across, the river only reached to his waist. Ahead of him, Mendiata had gained the far side, stepping out of the bank and sweeping around with her rifle.

      “Clear,” he heard her whisper as Abrams directed Tucker into the waters.

      

      Proximity alert!

      

      Just as the digital display on Carl’s suit flashed, zeroing in on movement somewhere in front of him. Near Mendiata.

      “Specialist!” He heard Abrams gasp as he got the message too.

      “TSSRK!” Specialist Mendiata was already spinning around toward the movement vector as a shape leapt from the branches and slammed into her, smashing her to the ground.

      “Contact!” Carl yelled, seeing a suggestion of long limbs and something like silvered, reflective skin—a small, doglike face.

      “Mendiata!” Carl heard Abrams shouting from behind them on the shore. Carl had crossed almost two-thirds of the way toward the other side, the weight of the water now working against his suit.

      

      Proximity alert!

      

      As another shape suddenly burst from where it had been hiding underwater and wrapped its metal-scaled arms around Carl Sebastian.

      “Ach!”
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      Team One Mission Clock: 00.12.55

      

      Carl slammed into the rocky stream bed heavily while alerts flashed across his helmet screen’s digital display, and water washed over him. The creature holding him down was fast, and it was strong. Very strong, in fact.

      Slam!

      Before Carl had a chance to turn the rifle in his grip up toward his assailant, he had already been lifted and thrown back down under the water, a curiously human move, as if his attacker was trying to drown him.

      

      External oxygen supply compromised!

      —Reverting to oxygen tanks . . .

      

      Carl saw water, froth, and then the dark glint of stars as he struggled against whatever was holding him.

      And then, for a fraction of a second, he saw what was attacking him. Attacking them. It looked like it should be a mammal, but its body was almost entirely covered in metal scales, forming plates like that of an armadillo. Only this creature did not have a large, rounded dome on its back and short arms. It had instead longer, metalized arms that it was using to grab at Carl’s head, and shorter legs that were crouching on Carl’s lower body.

      And it had blackened snubs of barbs or bone spurs over its shoulders, along its brow, and on its upper arms.

      Whatever alien inhabitant of Teilhard it had once been, it was now almost entirely taken over by the xenomutation.

      Flattened against the bed of the river, Carl still held his rifle in his hands, and he used it as a wedge to push the creature back up and away.

      WHAM! WHAM! WHAM! Sparks lit up across its back as Abrams and Tucker were trying to bring it down. Most of the bullets appeared to ricochet off its heavily scaled back, but some managed to crumple the metal xenomutation, and Carl saw a cloud of something dark and wet spurt and ooze from it.

      It flinched, loosening its grip on Carl for a second.

      And Carl was thumping it back with his own rifle, turning it around and praying that his gun’s mechanisms weren’t going to jam with the water.

      He pulled the trigger, shooting at point-blank range and causing the creature to screech and fly backwards.

      “Mendiata!” He heard Abrams shouting, as a hand (Tucker’s) seized him and hauled him to his feet. Both turned to where the specialist was being battered by not one but two of the metal armadillo-ape type creatures.

      Mutants, Carl thought. Xenos.

      A snarl rippled its way across the WarDog’s face as the familiar chemicals kicked in—he felt a surge of savage joy. Of elation. The feeling that wolves or apex predators had when they were on the hunt. All his aches and pains faded from his mind, and time seemed to slow around him . . .

      One foot was pounding into the water as the other was extending to leap across to the bank.

      One of the xenomutants looked up, startled, and snarled from its place across Mendiata’s body as Carl’s boot connected with it, just under the jaw. He felt the crack of metal on metal as his blow hit, knocking the creature back as he landed over Mendiata’s form. The other mutant was already rising from its crouch to reach toward him.

      He felt one of its claws strike across his side, but other than an impact, he didn’t register any pain or alarm. He slammed the butt of his rifle down onto that one, sending it backwards as Tucker was arriving.

      And Carl was already turning back to the first mutant that he had attacked, slamming his rifle down on it again and again.

      There was the sudden report of fire from right beside him as either Tucker or Abrams must be firing at the creatures, but Carl’s mutant had back flipped—disappearing backwards in between the trees as it attempted to get away.

      No, you don’t. Carl felt the feral grin spread across his face as he jumped forward after it.

      “Sebastian! Sebastian!”

      Someone was shouting a name behind him, and it took Carl a moment to realize that it was his name that they were shouting—but it was only a small part of his mind that registered that fact. The small part that was still a regular human soldier, and not the part that was a genetically engineered killing machine.

      The dark form of the forest was flashing around him, interspersed with moon-silvered trunks and boughs as Carl was running, jumping over fallen tree trunks and mossy boulders.

      The xenomutant ahead of him had jumped from the ground to the lower tree level, already a few yards ahead of him. It swung from one branch to grapple a higher bough directly ahead, reaching across for a vine that Carl saw would swing it up higher and out of reach.

      He couldn’t let that happen. Some part of him had completely forgotten to stop and use his rifle as anything other than a handheld weapon. He jumped up and swung his rifle wide and high over his head.

      Slamming it down against the creature’s back as it grabbed the vine, he caused it to slip, break its hold, and tumble to the ground ahead of him.

      “Tsskr!” The creature had already turned and hissed back at him by the time that Carl leapt into the air toward it.

      Carl’s boots slammed into the forest floor, driving a knee down on what should have been the creature’s chest—but it wasn’t. The thing was fast. Too fast and had already rolled out of the way and was throwing out a backhand toward Carl by the time he realized what it had done.

      “Ach!” Carl couldn’t help the gasp of surprise as the metal fist struck across his jawline, sending him spiraling backwards to the ground where he hit the dirt. He saw stars and could hear a ringing in his ears, but the added compounds in his blood stream turned them into only sights and noise, not pain.

      The WarDog snarled in response, flinging up his own metal-shod arm in a block to catch the next battering swing of the creature. It was strong, but so was he. He caught the creature’s arm and was already reaching to grab it from behind the neck as he brought his rifle down in a hammerlike blow on its metal-shod snout.

      “Tskrr!” It snarled in pain and fury as it fell backwards, kicking out with its feet against Carl’s chest to push him back as it turned around, about to flee once more.

      The creature was clearly quicksilver quick, but so was the WarDog.

      With a growl that was so primal that it could have come from the creature’s mouth and not the man’s, Carl lunged forward, completely dropping his rifle. He grabbed the creature by the shoulders and slammed it down against one of the mossed-over boulders underneath. The crunch of metal and the terrible crack of bones was unmistakeable, but Carl slammed it again at least once more, and twice to be sure.

      “Soldier, at ease. It’s done, Sebastian!”

      Carl heard the voice of someone trying to tell him something. Trying to order him about as he turned from his murderous crouch, his combat gauntlets dark with the creature’s blood as he snarled up at . . .

      Lieutenant Abrams, emerging out of the deeps of the forest to regard him warily.

      “Soldier. Carl?” Abrams was frowning as he looked at him, and the WarDog was still snarling when the soldier part of him—the more human part of him—registered that Abram’s hands were holding his rifle almost protectively in front of him. Pointing, if not at him, then certainly in his general direction.

      “Ho-lee stars!” he heard Mendiata say as she emerged from the darkness between the trees beside Abrams, limping a little with one arm over Tucker’s neck.

      “You did that, infantry?” she said, not really paying attention to the way that Carl was hunkered over his kill like a wild animal.

      Abrams. Mendiata. Tucker. Carl was fighting for his humanity, taking deep lungfuls of breath as he felt a tremor run through his limbs, to be replaced by a sudden exhaustion.

      My team. My comrades, he told himself, blinking away the sweat from his eyes. The forest around him seemed to grow just a little darker, a little murkier, as he lost the sharpness of his night sight.

      “Like I said,” Abrams grunted, seeming to recognize where Carl was. His hands relaxed, and the large man stepped forward, reaching out with his hands toward Carl. “I sure am glad that he’s on my side.”

      Carl accepted the offered hand and hauled himself up, for a sudden shame to run through him.

      “Ah, I’m sorry, sir. Your orders . . .”

      “Were completely ignored, yeah.” Abrams squeezed firmly with his hand for a moment longer, holding Carl’s hand with his own. His lieutenant’s grip was ironlike and strong, and his gaze was deadly serious.

      “I trust the colonel with my life,” he said in a low mutter. “But we might have to have a chat about following orders if that happens again, soldier.”

      I knew it. Carl felt a wash of shame and resentment run through him. I knew they wouldn’t be able to handle what I am. Perhaps, for a moment there, he had thought that he was back in a squad like the WarDogs. A squad of brothers and sisters who would have his back, no matter what.

      Just like Jadakar and Fodova had, once . . . he thought.

      But he wasn’t. He was still a WarDog, and he was very many years and leagues away from his old comrades, wasn’t he?

      “I understand, sir,” Carl heard himself say. Was there really no place where he could just fit in? He pondered the thought as Abrams released his grip—and Tucker was calling their attention to something.

      “Well, take a look, everybody—we have the Songbird!” the technical specialist said. Everyone turned to where he was standing on the edge of the small almost-clearing in the alien forest. In a place where the forest thinned, they could gaze along the wide trail of devastation through the trees, and there, about six hundred feet away, was a tangle of crumpled and rent ship steel.
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      Team One Mission Clock: 00.10.35

      

      “She went down clean,” Mendiata said as they trudged over the ruined and broken earth in the alien night. The four-person team was spread out in as wide a line as they could manage across the wide trail of smashed trees and churned earth. They approached the large, rounded, and jagged segments of metal poking from the earth carefully, turning and sweeping their rifles around them in case any more of the xenomutants appeared.

      “How can you tell?” Abrams asked Mendiata—who was still limping a little but didn’t need Tucker’s support since she had jabbed her thigh with stimulants and painkillers.

      And what under the alien moons does a “clean” crash mean? Carl could have asked, but after his recent almost-argument with the lieutenant he had decided to try and keep his mouth shut and just obey orders.

      “Scorching, but no fire, see?” Mendiata said, as Carl remembered that she was the demolitions expert, after all. Fiery flames of death and things blowing up were her speciality. She turned a little awkwardly on the ground that was as churned and rucked like a child’s blanket to point behind them.

      “Yep, if you look, you can see we’re on the rise of a hill. They came in, probably without any thruster or rocketry control, but gliding.” Carl watched as her hand gestures mimicked how the Songbird must have skimmed the tops of the trees further away before crashing through the top layer of the canopy, finally making planetfall.

      “She bounced,” Mendiata pointed to where there was a great gout in the earth, next to the spread of dirt and rocks and the root balls of trees everywhere.

      “And then back up into the air to smash through this stand of . . . well, whatever sort of tree these are.” She gestured around them, and suddenly Carl could see what she meant in his mind’s eye: how the trees at the edge of the cut had their side branches sheared from them, while those in the direct path became splintered and torn trunks and only blackened stumps and mounded earth around the car itself.

      “Burned, though?” Abrams asked.

      “Yeah, that’s a normal misunderstanding,” Mendiata said as she turned back toward the actual crash site. “You don’t need jet fuel or a reactor meltdown to have burn marks at a crash. Just the friction of steel or bronze or copper traveling at a couple hundred miles an hour will do it against a softer flammable surface like wood.”

      Carl nodded, seeing the science of it suddenly. Also, he guessed if the reactor had blown, then they wouldn’t be able to walk up this wide avenue of trash toward the craft, but would have to cross a wide half-mile crater of radioactive slag, right?

      “Sebastian?” Abrams asked him directly, for Carl’s eyes to snap to the sweep of his suit’s low-range radar. Sebastian turned on his heel, rifle up.

      “I got nothing on the scanners, sir—but those xenos came in fast,” he said. It had been his job to keep an eye out for them as the rest of the team got on with their own jobs.

      “And their biology . . .” Carl said, meaning the metalized plates or scales of the mutation. “I think that’s why we didn’t pick them up on our suit scanners before. I’ve already adjusted the scanners for motion sensing rather than thermals,” he added quickly. Because the xenomutation created a metal compound on the surface, as well as threaded through the biology of the host animal, it didn’t usually register as an animal biology on scanners.

      Which was what had made them so dangerous before, Carl remembered. One minute you could be on a scouting mission bushwhacking through some alien green—and the next thing you knew, you had monsters falling out of everywhere all around you, and they came with their own armor plating too.

      “Keep an eye on it, soldier,” Abrams said with a low growl, dismissing him just as soon as he had started talking to him. He continued the chatter with his team.

      Really? Guard duty? Is this how it’s going to go? Carl was thinking as he turned completely around to survey back the way that they had come. Still no movement. Still no alien moonlight glinting off metal hides.

      “Mendiata? Check out the engine and vectors. I don’t want her blowing up on us while we have our hands in our pants. Tucker? You’re on the Songbird’s mainframe. Pull all the data you can. I’m checking for life signs . . .”

      Or death signs, Carl thought as he resigned himself to scanning the edge of the forest. Still no large movement. Still no sign of the xenomutants. He realized that if it wasn’t for walking through the churned earth of the crash site with an enemy alien anywhere nearby, then it would almost be peaceful around here, under the stars, with two moons slowly wheeling closer over the arc of the sky.

      It’s funny where the army takes you. The thought crossed Carl’s mind as he half listened to Abrams’ chatter.

      “I’ve found the flight deck! Three deceased. UTA personnel,” the lieutenant was saying. He hadn’t mentioned Layani Silver, the singer. Was he going to find her somewhere underneath all this metal, or would her remains be so far buried as to be unrecoverable?

      “Main reactor unit one of three is secure. No leakage,” Specialist Mendiata called.

      Meanwhile, Carl was looking at the tree line and wondering again. Not just at what natural wonders his life in the army had shown him, but also what terrors it had brought him too.

      Like the xenomutants, he was thinking. Funny how they are down here on Teilhard too. The ghost of a very old mystery threatened to make him interested once again. He resolutely refused to get sucked into it. He had spent altogether too many nights around campfires and in pop-up military camps talking ghost stories with fellow soldiers about the xenomutants. Where they had come from, what had started it. Why they could be found even on planets that had previously not been charted or colonized or had any human footstep on them before.

      “It’s a damn galaxy-wide infection, that’s what it is!” had been Jadakar’s guess. Why did humanity have to always either blame or praise itself for being the ones at the heart of some threat, Carl’s fellow soldier had reasoned. There were stories that the xenomutation was a new bioweapon of the Palacians, or was one accidentally released by their own side—but Jadakar thought differently.

      “What if—now this will help you sleep—what if the xenomutation is older than all of us? Older than humanity itself, even? What if it’s like the black death or Ebola or something else—it spread right across the galaxy from some other alien species, and it killed them, and now it’s going for us too?”

      “Inspiring,” Carl muttered wryly at the memory of his old brother in arms. That was Jadakar all over for you.

      Well, that was what Jadakar had been like, Carl hastily reminded himself—before . . .

      “Two more deceased. No eyes on Silver,” Abrams was saying.

      “Reactor unit two is secure,” Mendiata was saying. “I’m getting them daisy-chained, so when we need to blow them, I’ll be able to do it from my wrist screen. I’ve looked at the carapace, but I’m not seeing puncture holes yet. I don’t think the Songbird was shot down.”

      Don’t think, Carl heard the words and shuddered just a little bit. Even without the xenomutants, there was always the threat that there could be other forms of danger around.

      “Good job, Specialist. Tucker? Any news on the mainframe?” Abrams was asking.

      “I’ve found the data core and am downloading her ships logs—it’ll take a while,” Tucker said.

      “Move to the SOS unit then,” Abrams said. “Find it. See why it didn’t signal.”

      “Will do, sir.”

      Carl listened to the words of the others as he performed his guard duty, looking at the trees, at the ground . . .

      And at the set of boot prints there, just a few feet away. Something about them made him wince a little. They were probably either his or one of his teammate’s, right?

      But then, Carl was pretty sure that none of his teammates had walked that way, had they? He took a step closer to look at the heavy boot prints in the churned mud. He saw the exact long lines that striated across their surface in the mud, with a further indentation at toe and heel, almost like a claw or a climbing modification.

      Carl checked his own boots to see that the treads were in diamond fashion. His boots also didn’t have claws or any climbing mods. “Hey, team?” he asked carefully.

      “What, soldier?” Lieutenant Abrams was the first to ask.

      “You know our boots?” he asked. “The ones that we’re wearing right now, I mean?”

      “What are you talking about footwear for, soldier?” Abrams asked, a twinge of annoyance in his voice.

      “Well—do we all have the same military issue boots? Do they all have diamond treads?” Carl asked.

      That was the thing about the military. Carl knew that they did almost everything in functional, efficient bulk. All of the gloves of a certain unit were cut and styled the same way. All of the combat suits would be the same (unless personalized by their wearer). All of the boots they wore would have been delivered straight from central logistics and stores.

      These were not the prints of UTA Pillarmen boots that Carl was looking at.
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      Team One Mission Clock: 00.09.15

      

      “Songbird personnel,” Lieutenant Abrams said, looking over the prints that Carl had found. “I mean, they have to be, right?” he said, but Carl spotted a cautiousness in his voice.

      It was quiet, still the depths of the night on the alien planet, but there was a faded, silvery light lying over everything from Teilhard’s double moons above. Bright enough for Carl to see the concern in Abrams eyes—and the heavy frown on Tucker’s face behind the faceplate of his helmet as he examined the tracks too.

      “What, the Songbird crew have all-terrain climbing gear?” Tucker murmured, nodding at the footprint and pointing at the extra imprints of the talons on the sides of each boot print. “And they were heading toward the Songbird, not away.” Tucker pointed to where the tracks topped a ridge of earth, slowly advancing on the last broken piece of fuselage of the singer’s craft.

      Why would the Songbird, or Layani, have climbing gear? Carl thought. “It could be a part of their emergency equipment?” he suggested (not very convincingly).

      He shared a look with the others and knew that they were thinking the same thing. If the Songbird had this sort of equipment—then did it mean that the personnel were expecting some sort of all-terrain, planetary excursion?

      Or . . . do the boot prints belong to someone else entirely?

      “You said you have the data core from the ship?” Abrams cut through their thoughts for Tucker to nod, moving to a hump of rock where he could detach the backpack from his suit and set it down. He opened it up to reveal a small field server replete with screens, buttons, and, when fired up—holocontrols.

      “Let’s take a look,” Tucker was saying, gesturing at the projected holocontrols until lines of code started to flicker through the air, revealing absolutely nothing to the WarDog, but plenty to the technical specialist beside them.

      “We have here the flight coordinates,” Tucker stated.

      

      UTA Diplomatic Vessel SONGBIRD.

      Destination: ALDAN, System 3 (PALACE TERRITORIES) . . .

      STATUS: High Priority (Code Alpha) . . .

      

      “Holy stars,” Tucker whispered, looking alarmed at the lieutenant. “Code Alpha is high.”

      Abrams was nodding. “That’s in keeping with what we know of Silver as an intelligence asset. Who knows what sort of restricted information she had access to.”

      “She was a singer!” Specialist Mendiata, however, wasn’t so impressed with sharing her Special Ops status with a celebrity. Carl heard her mumble over the open comms from where she was working, looking over the bits of metal for any sign of foul play. “Why would they trust a damned pop star with Code Alpha restricted information?”

      “Maybe because of this,” Tucker said, sweeping through the different screens and databases available to reveal different command lines and codeware. It all looked like lines of jumbled nothing to Carl as far as the infantryman was concerned, but Tucker was taking it in stride.

      “Look,” Tucker was saying, pointing at different lines of numbers and letters.

      “I don’t understand,” Carl admitted.

      “She received a transmission just before she diverted off her course to Palacian territory.” Tucker was pointing at the code. “And that right there isn’t a UTA message identifier.” The technical specialist pointed to a tiny line of code and looked up.

      “It’s Palace code,” Tucker said.

      “You’re sure?” Lieutenant Abrams shot him a sharp look.

      Tucker nodded. “I’ve spent long enough looking at coded messages for the Pillarmen,” he nodded. “The Palacians use a different coding framework for their messages that patches into the universal framework language. And I can tell you without a doubt—that is a Palacian message that they received about five minutes before they diverted course.”

      “What do you think—are we looking at a secret mission?” Abrams whispered. He didn’t seem to like it, and neither did Carl. This sounded all too familiar—spies and politics, all the exact things that he had hated about working for the military.

      “Inputting Pillarmen access,” Carl heard the calm man say. Nothing seemed to faze him.

      

      Intelligence override: PILLARMAN (voice activation) . . .

      

      “Tucker, T. Specialist,” Carl heard the man say into his mobile server.

      

      Override accepted . . .

      Accessing personal COMMS logs . . .

      

      A series of images dropped down across the projected holo, all of which were video stills of a woman in perhaps her forties. She had long, black hair styled into a curl atop her head and wore a silver-and-sky-blue service suit that was clearly several thousand credits above the usual suit. Carl watched as Tucker quickly flickered through the oldest, with them all appearing to be boring personal updates from the pop star on the status of her “mission”—to go to the next Palacian world, and who she planned to try and make friends with. Tucker pressed play on the most recent.

      “UTA Command, this is the personal log of Layani Silver for the Diplomatic Corps.”

      The starlet spoke looking down at the screen. She had deep shadows under her eyes, signs of the uncomfortable and disjointed sleep that was common on long-distance space flights—but her obvious tiredness and exhaustion did not seem to detract from her energy and passion. Silver was excited about what she was doing, and it showed.

      “I am on board the Songbird, making my way to the Palace regional capital of Aldan as requested,” Silver stated. “However, I can inform you that my Palace contacts have just forwarded me a message which I am ordering the crew to take immediate action on.”

      There was a flicker of joy in her face as she said those words. It was clear to the viewers that this was Silver’s chance to shine: going off-mission and taking the initiative. A chance to prove that she was more than some tired, washed-up singer—someone with as much heart and brains as she had voice.

      “You have always encouraged me to cultivate a wide circle of contacts on the other side, and it seems that it has paid off! My good friend, the Palacian scientist Herbert Ernst, has sent me the coordinates of a base on the contested world of Teilhard and says that we should take an immediate interest in it. I have attached Herbert’s message to this for your logs. But have no fear! I will not let you down!” Silver said proudly, leaning back in her chair and beaming at the screen as if she were once again in front of auditoriums with an audience of tens of thousands.

      A sudden look of earnest piety crossed her features, as the singer appeared to consider something before she leaned forward once more.

      “I fully understand that any mission that I undertake for my government comes with its own risks and dangers . . .” Soulful pride flushed through her voice. “But I will not hesitate. I will not let you down, and I assure you that my courage is a match to the task at hand! For the United Terran Alliance!”

      And at that, the pop star leaned forward to cut the connection.

      “Well, I guess you were right, Mendiata,” Abrams groaned over the public channel. “You shouldn’t trust a pop star. She got some message from this Palacian scientist and never even waited for HQ to okay a diversion from her course.”

      “Colonel Forrest never even knew about the message,” Carl muttered. That explained why the colonel and the UTA Command had no idea what Silver had been up to.

      “But how do we know that this Herbert Ernst could even be trusted?” Abrams said with a growl. “That he wasn’t a double agent for the Palacians?” He shook his head as he turned to Tucker. “Have you got the message she said was attached?”

      Tucker nodded. “Yep.” He flickered through the holocontrols to draw out a smaller window of green code and images.

      It appeared to be a map. Of a region of forested high lands, crossed with plateaus and gorges and picked out with elevation lines.

      “If that is the curve of our river valley,” Tucker pointed out, “then that could be our escarpment and our crash site.”

      Carl saw it suddenly. It was a map of Teilhard, or at least a section of it. His eyes swept up the valley to where the surface was broken with hills again, and there was a singular glowing red dot in the distance. When Tucker magnified it, it revealed a collection of low, rounded shapes picked out in orange.

      “What is that?” Carl asked.

      “I’m not sure.” Tucker squinted as he leaned in toward it. “I’m guessing that it is buildings, but I can’t be sure . . . A base?”

      This Palacian scientist was informing Silver about a secret Palace base on Teilhard? Carl thought, as Mendiata’s voice cut through their wondering.

      “Sir! I’ve found something, and it isn’t good.” There was an urgency to the specialist’s voice, and Abrams nodded for Carl to come with them as they rushed over.

      Abrams and Carl crossed the broken and ruined earth to where Mendiata had pulled free a piece of the Songbird’s hull, where there was a very clear and very obvious slagged hole straight through it.

      “I was wrong. She was shot down, sir,” Mendiata said, pointing to the burn hole, which was almost a foot and a half wide. “By my reckoning, that is an artillery weapon, and it struck the Songbird just over her port aerofoils. We are talking about a precise shot, sir.” she said, “and one that could only have been fired when the Songbird was already in Teilhardian atmosphere.”

      “How do you know?” Carl muttered. Mendiata pointed toward the hull where the metal was bent inwards, not outwards.

      “When a vessel is struck in space, the projectile or impact buckles inwards, but pretty much immediately, there is a blow out, you see? The pressure inside the Songbird would have wanted to equalize with whatever is outside.”

      “Whereas, when a vessel is struck in near-human breathable atmosphere, it acts like this . . .” Mendiata pointed, looking up at Abrams.

      “She was shot down, sir. By my guess, a surface-to-air missile, maybe even a handheld, and she was already in atmosphere at the time.”

      Carl looked at the lieutenant seriously. “Do you think that the Palacians planned this, sir? That they got their scientist to send that message to Silver, hoping she’d take the bait and they could shoot her down?”

      Abrams continued to glower at the hole in the metal shell for a long moment. “We’d better pray not, Sebastian—because if they did, then this counts as an act of war.”

      It was after another twenty minutes of searching through the wreckage that Carl found the other set of strange boot prints around the crash site.

      “They move out to the tree line, sir,” Carl called, “in the same direction as that base.”

      They still hadn’t found Silver, but Abrams nodded them forward.

      “Let’s see what was so important for the Songbird to get shot down for,” he growled.
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      Team One Mission Clock: 00.08.15

      

      Team One followed the footprints into the trees for approximately thirty feet before the trail vanished into the leaf litter, but a few minutes later, a new discovery introduced them to a clear path ahead anyway:

      There was a silver pole struck in the ground directly ahead of them, and then another about sixty feet beyond that.

      “What is that!?” The lieutenant fell to one knee, rifle pointing at it.

      “I’m not getting any readings,” Tucker called out as they waited. Abrams nodded that he was going forward.

      “Is it inert?” Abrams called. Carl could see that it seemed to be a simple steel rod stuck in the ground with a teardrop shape at its top. Abrams had gotten within about ten feet of it when the teardrop shape suddenly lit up.

      “Down!” Abrams hissed, as Carl, Mendiata, Tucker, and himself hit the dirt and froze.

      But nothing happened. The light remained, quite stubbornly, just a light.

      “I think we’re good, people.” Abrams chuckled nervously to himself as he pushed up to one knee. “I think it’s just a guide light for our resident local Palacians.”

      Abrams pushed himself to his feet and took a step forward—just as the light flashed once more and emitted a robotic voice.

      

      WARNING! PERIMETER BROACHED! WARNING!

      

      Carl was the first to jump to his feet, turning around when the shapes started falling from the canopy of branches overhead and spun toward them.

      “Cover!” Carl heard Abrams shout as the first four-rotor drone fired. There was a flash of brilliant scarlet and orange, and something tiny and dartlike streaked toward the lieutenant.

      “Sir!” Carl shouted, to see Abrams dive out of the way. The ground that he had been standing up from exploded in a sudden fireball.

      “Micromissiles! They’ve got micros!” Carl heard himself shout as he slid through the leaf litter to the trunk of the nearest tree, bringing up his rifle and readying it.

      The drones had fallen from where they had lain dormant in the upper canopy like some sort of metal, nocturnal predators. Carl eased himself around to the other side of the tree as he heard their rotors whine and drone behind him.

      “Lieutenant! You still breathing!?” Mendiata called out from where Carl could see her behind another tree.

      “All limbs still on me. Ready for crossfire,” Abrams was calling.

      The drones were sleek and black with four circular rotor wheels on each corner of their bodies and with a small blocky launcher packet underslung from each of their bellies. Carl thought that he heard at least three separate drones in the air, but he couldn’t be sure.

      “Are they movement or thermal triggered?” Carl called over the open channel, remembering different battlefields where he had faced similar weapons of the enemy. That was when he had been a regular infantryman of the 6th, and not the elite WarDog of the UTA (and wouldn’t have cared).

      But movement-triggered drones can really mess up your day, he was thinking. No one knew the answer to his question. There was only one way to find out.

      Carl slid around the side of the tree, rifle snapping forward.

      The infantryman was quick—but the three drones that were hovering through the forest were quicker. He had a brief moment to see them flicker toward him, turning in their flight as fast as dragonflies . . .

      Oh frack.

      “Sebastian—JUMP!” Mendiata managed to shout, as all three of the drones suddenly flickered with the burst flames of their launchers.

      The three micromissiles slammed into the other side of the giant tree trunk, bursting into an inferno with enough force to crack the wood and send the tree shuddering, flaming, to the ground. The WarDog jumped and rolled as he felt the wave of pressure licking at the back of his suit, until the blast wave further threw him forward, skidding across the ground.

      “Carl!” Abrams was shouting, and there was the report of rifle fire—and then more, as Mendiata and Tucker must have joined the firefight.

      Ugh. The WarDog flipped himself over to see that the burning tree was now behind him, sending up billows of blackened smoke as first one sleek drone cut through the smoke, and then another.

      Frack! Carl leapt to his feet and ran. There was a hiss of missiles behind him again, and another tree was struck.

      “Carl, right! Three o’clock, right!” He heard Mendiata shouting as he reacted instinctively, putting his life in their hands even though he couldn’t see why. They were directing him to where the upper, unburned branches of a downed tree crossed his path. He could vault them . . .

      And Carl’s strange chemicals started to kick in, releasing adrenaline as he lengthened his stride, took one hop, another long lunge, and then jumped.

      The ground exploded with micromissile fire behind him as he vaulted through the air over the branches, hitting the dirt and rolling on the far side, sending leaves and forest litter spraying everywhere.

      “Here!” For Mendiata to grab him and drag him to one side quickly, to the edge of a tree, turning around . . .

      The downed tree had formed a natural barricade, one that the drones would have to all swoop over as they chased their quarry—Carl. The WarDog looked up as the three missile drones crossed over the disturbed leaves in a diamond formation—and Mendiata, Tucker, and Abrams turned to fire simultaneously from their respective hiding places, spraying the space above the downed tree with a wall of bullets.

      The nearest two drones went down in an instant, breaking apart with a spray of sparks and flames. But the third ducked downwards, twitching as it turned toward the nearest shooter—Tucker!

      “Rargh!” Carl heard the growl erupt from his chest as he picked up the only thing he had on hand. Somewhere in the jumping and diving and not getting blown apart by micromissiles, he had managed to lose his rifle. In his instincts and rage and fury, he realized that his hands had found a forest rock, which he threw with a smooth overhand baseball movement.

      It flashed through the air to hammer into the side of the drone, sending it off course and smashing it against an opposing tree trunk—but not before it had already fired.

      “Argggh!” It was Lieutenant Abrams. Their CO had been caught in the blast.
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        * * *

      

      “Painkillers!” Mendiata snapped as they crowded around the lieutenant lying on the forest floor before them.

      The three enemy drones were down, but the evidence of their murderous intent was still very clearly written on the landscape all around. At least four of the trees had come down with their blasts, and there were already embers sparking amidst the blackened ruins of the tree trunks. They were lucky that the leaf litter and moss underfoot were so damp, Carl reflected somberly, or else as well as a lieutenant hissing in agony, they could also have a forest fire on their hands.

      But right now, all they had to deal with was Abrams. Mendiata and Tucker had already removed the outer plates of his personal combat suit to reveal the blackened and scorched mass of his protective undersuit.

      “Here, my spares.” Tucker slapped his own tiny ampules into Mendiata’s hand as she unzipped the lieutenant’s inner suit and started to peel it back.

      “Argh! Damn it—are you trying to kill me!?” Abrams managed to wince as Carl saw that the material and the skin underneath had become a congealed, heated mess.

      “It’s for your own good, sir,” Mendiata said, before slamming the ampules of painkillers into the place that she could reach and then proceeding to pull apart the material. She was already pulling sterilized gauze from her suit’s medical unit and wrapping it across his chest.

      “Tucker,” Carl nodded to the technical specialist worriedly as Mendiata worked. “Those drones. They were Palace, right?”

      Tucker nodded. “Sure thing. Palacian defense tech written all over it.”

      “Then we don’t have long,” Carl was saying, already turning around to raise his rifle and scan in all directions. “That was an automated perimeter,” Carl suggested. “And I bet that someone is going to want to come and see what caused this fire.”

      Crack.

      No sooner had Carl said that than something had come to investigate what had caused the fire.

      One of the silver-covered mutants loped through the billows of smoke, growling and snarling as it started toward them.
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      Team One Mission Clock: 00.06.22

      

      “Defensive perimeter!” Carl called as he felt his blood pound and his own chemicals spark in his eyes. He stared down the sights of his recovered rifle into the eyes of the nearest of the silver-clad xenomutants.

      Nearest, his mind registered. Because at least another three had appeared through the smoke—not bothered at all by being engulfed in billows of acrid black every now and again as the wind changed. Carl wondered if the xenomutation also did something to their lungs to make them impervious to smoke—they appeared impervious to most injuries that would put lesser mammals down—or whether they just didn’t care.

      “Ready, ready!” Carl was saying, as he and Tucker managed to spread out as much as they dared between the four xenos and with Mendiata and Abrams behind them.

      The xenos were spooked though. Whether it was from facing the soldiers once again or not, Carl thought that there was something new about them—a sort of caution that hadn’t been present in their actions and behaviors before.

      Wait—are they nervous? Carl thought as he saw the largest of them once again sniffing up at the sky and looking around them.

      “Mendiata?” Carl heard Tucker call, for the specialist to answer.

      “We’re on our feet. We can move—but the lieutenant is drugged up to the eyeballs.”

      “I can fight! Just give me my gun!” the lieutenant slurred.

      “Ready when you are, Sebastian,” Tucker growled, switching targets quickly between the first and then the second of the xenomutants.

      There are four of them, Carl thought. We can do this. We can take them.

      “Tssr?” Once again, the largest of the xenomutants in its silver-plated hide looked up and around warily at the trees surrounding them before lowering its head to sniff awkwardly at the floor. Not at us, Carl realized. The xenos aren’t scared of us.

      It was then that Carl saw what was poking up out of the leaf litter and dirt right in front of the largest xeno’s nose. The end of the silver pole with its distinctive teardrop-shaped head.

      “I’ve got a clear line of fire!” Tucker was hissing sternly.

      “Give me a gun!” Carl heard Abrams call as Mendiata was half dragging him back from the approaching battle with all the fierceness that she could muster.

      “Wait!” Carl called out suddenly, his eyes intent on the lead xeno and the hesitancy that was clear as it worried about moving forward.

      “What!?” Tucker sounded astonished at Carl’s decision.

      “The mutants. They don’t want to attack!” Carl suddenly realized just who—or what—that Palacian perimeter had been for. “They are afraid of this place. The drones. The signal sticks. They’ve been attacked here before.”

      It also explained why the Palacians had used aerial drones with missiles perhaps, Carl thought. They were quick and out of reach. They had devastating power, the sort that could clearly hurt a human through their layers of defensive combat suit—and so would probably do just the same to a xenomutant. Cooking them inside their metal skin, he thought.

      Carl stepped forward.

      “Sebastian! What are you doing!?” he heard Specialist Tucker shout.

      As Carl raised his rifle and fired into the air, a full burst, at the same time yelling at the alien creatures.

      “Get out! Get outta here!” he roared. Firing another burst, he took another stamping foot forward.

      For the xenomutants to startle, stumbling and straggling backwards in sudden yips and calls of alarm. They leaped back through the gales and billows of smoke, and the Pillarmen and WarDog heard them thundering back through the undergrowth, hissing and screeching in animal terror.

      “Ha!” Carl shouted back at them. “That is how you do it!” He turned back to see Tucker’s look of amazement on his face.

      “What was that all about? What did you do to them, WarDog?” Specialist Tucker was frowning heavily at him.

      “The xenomutants were already terrified of this place. They are the reason why the Palacians put up this defensive perimeter. They must have known that to cross this line would mean death for them!” Carl said the last words exultantly. Then he saw the look of grave alarm on Tucker’s face.

      Oh. Carl realized just what he had said, as Tucker pointed out:

      “So, there is something on this side of the perimeter lights that makes even the xenomutants terrified, right? And we’re going to walk straight into it with a wounded CO?”

      “I see your point,” Carl said, checking the mission clock.

      

      00.05.41

      

      “Five and a half hours until the Abelard gets back, and unless this world is really trippy—then I am pretty sure that looks like dawn coming up on the horizon ahead of us.” Carl nodded at the light filtering through the canopy.

      “How far is the suspected Palace base? The coordinates that the scientists sent?” Carl asked.

      “Just a few miles. Less than a couple of hours,” Tucker stated musingly. He could probably tell what Carl was thinking. “Two hours there, two hours back. That still gives us a couple of hours to wait for the Abelard.”

      “And we’d have intelligence on what the Palacians are up to on Teilhard,” the WarDog pointed out.

      “Guys, are you talking about an away mission?” Mendiata said from a few yards behind, where she had slumped Abrams to the floor where he breathed heavily and murmured about needing his gun. “Because Abrams is not going to be in a fit state to do anything until he gets some proper medical attention. And I am talking the sort of medical beds that you only get on the Abelard.”

      “That settles it, then.” Tucker nodded at Carl. “Mendiata, will you stay with the lieutenant while I take the infantry here to nose around this site?”

      “And miss the chance to kick some Palacian butt? You’re kidding me, right?” the specialist said. And to be honest, Carl would rather have Mendiata with him if he was going to break into an enemy base.

      “You know that neither of you have seniority over me, right?” Specialist Mendiata pointed out.

      “Nope,” Tucker smiled, “but I was hoping that your clear expertise with combat injuries would mean you’d want to stay here. Besides, if there is a Palacian base, then I have the field server that could steal their data.”

      “I have the blasting caps that could blow up that base of theirs!” Mendiata countered with.

      The two glared at each other for a long moment, until Abrams behind them fell to one side heavily against the leaf litter of the forest.

      “Dammit,” Mendiata suddenly hissed in resignation. “Fine,” she said very wearily, already turning around to head back to the drugged-up and barely conscious Lieutenant Abrams.

      “I guess that I need to be the one to make sure the CO doesn’t kill himself,” she groaned, turning on her heels to point a finger at Carl.

      “Here, infantry, make sure the tech boys don’t take all the glory from shooters, right? If you see a Palacian out there, then please do me a solid and shoot them in the face? For me?”

      “Just for you.” Carl quelled a wry grin. Sometimes, being down here with these Pillarmen was just like being back in the 6th Battalion.
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      Team One Mission Clock: 00.03.33

      

      “And there she is,” Carl heard the technical specialist breathe over their shared comms.

      The pair had spent the last two hours hiking through the alien forest, crossing several streams and clambering through rocky, wooded gorges. They were being careful to stay out of the way of any more possible defensive or security procedures that the Palacians might have put in place. They hadn’t seen any more of the strange silver teardrop tubes however, and thankfully, none of the drones either.

      But now, when they were almost on top of the weird red circles that Herbert Ernst, the Palacian scientist, had sent Silver, Tucker led them up the steep rocky incline out of the stream gorge and over the top, where they saw . . .

      A crater, Carl thought as he looked down the other side of the incline they had just climbed up and past the high skirt of wooded land between.

      No, not a crater. Carl’s eyes traced the edges of the large, shallow, rounded pit in front of him. It was at least one hundred fifty or more feet across, with two terraces in the outer ring of the walls exposing deep red rocks poking through the surface.

      This place was quarried. Built, the ex-infantryman saw, with the reasons for its construction clear at the center:

      “A landing rig,” Tucker stated, nodding from where he lay between tree roots toward the raised octagonal platform that encompassed most of the crater below, leaving room just for two small, concrete bunkerlike shapes against the crater walls.

      “It’s a depressed launch and landing site,” the technical specialist said. “Sunk into the ground to hide as much of the thruster flames from any satellite views.”

      Carl nodded. “The Palacians have done a lot to make it appear that they aren’t here on Teilhard,” he said, hitting the controls on the side of his helmet to magnify the image in front of him.

      “The lower two buildings look like bunker access doors,” Carl said, the image zooming in to show how the two small blocky shapes were little more than concrete boxes emerging from the walls with metal bulkhead doors on the inside. Carl scanned the landing site.

      “No lights. Maybe no one’s home?” he said, before sweeping his vision upwards, to see . . .

      “We got a gunnery installation,” he called. It was almost opposite them on the upper wall, the telltale tripod of sleek blue-black metal upon which hung an inactive launcher tube. “I think we found the thing that took down the Songbird,” he breathed.

      “Then we got our first target,” Tucker stated. “If we don’t take that out first, then she’ll have a free shot at the Abelard when it comes in.”

      The Pillarman and the ex-WarDog moved off around the perimeter of the tree line, pulling back from the edge to keep a couple of rows of trunks between them and the crater wall. Carl kept his eyes on the large tripod launcher across from them as much as he could without tripping on the giant, vinelike tree roots—but it didn’t even flicker once that it had registered any movement.

      No movement from up there, anyway.

      

      Proximity alert!

      

      “Infantry,” Tucker hissed at Carl in alarm, but the ex-WarDog had already seen the diminishing vector on his suit helmet, zeroing in on something happening below them. One of the bunker doors had opened, spilling people in metal combat suits.

      They hit the floor, clutching their rifles and breathing hard as they waited for shouts, alarms, or bursts of fire to start—but none came.

      “They haven’t seen us,” Tucker stated, nodding for them to start combat-crawling to the edge of the crater once more. When they peered down, they saw a line of people moving out from one of the bunker doors, at least four of them, and they were wearing silver suits.

      Palacians? Carl thought, seeing the way that they stayed in perfect formation. They wore a dark gray sort of personal combat suit that Carl didn’t recognize, close-fitting and sculpted to their bodies . . . but then again, the infantry realized that he hadn’t actually seen any Palacian soldiers for a good four years or more now. He had no idea what their latest tech was comprised of.

      They carried regular military rifles, but instead had their weapons strapped across their backs, ranger-style.

      (Damn stupid place to sling a rifle, Carl was thinking a little proudly. It’ll take you too long to sling it over and get it ready to fire in a combat situation.)

      And then the first two soldiers fell to their hands and knees and started leaping forward.

      Carl swore under his breath.

      “Specialist,” Carl said, “I really don’t think that those down there are . . .” He breathed nervously, before questioning just what he might be about to say.

      Are what—Palacians? he thought. Human?

      Two of the metal-clad “soldiers” had fallen to all fours and were pounding and scrambling up the walls of the home pit, moving to the first terrace in moments—far faster than any regular human could. Carl felt a shiver of horror when he saw them jumping to their feet, crossing the shorter distance of the flat avenue, and then leaping to scrabble and grab at the top walls again.

      “Tucker? Should I fire?” Carl was whispering, dragging his rifle forward and making sure that the safety was off.

      “Wait! They aren’t moving in our direction,” Carl said. “They’re heading across, see?” the Technical Specialist appeared to be muttering, keeping his own horror or revulsion or shock in check under his hardened battle attitude.

      “I think they’re on maneuvers,” Carl whispered, hitting the magnifier instead at the bizarre troop types to see that they were indeed humanoid. But they were wearing the oddest type of suit that Carl had ever seen.

      The Palacian’s bodies were covered not in the partial, reinforced, and padded shock-absorbing plates of a personal combat suit, the ex-WarDog realized. Instead, they appeared to be covered in interlocking scales. Ones that spread out and across their shoulders and down each side of their spines, the plates growing smaller and tighter like those of a reptile or some form of lizard near the waist and hips, before widening out and overlapping around the thighs and calves.

      Carl wasn’t even sure that their suits were suits at all.

      They had partial helmets, however—bulky, gray metals that were heavy around the brows, temples, and eyes, and even had several blackened nubs like defensive horns over a grim human-like mouth.

      “You know what . . .” Carl murmured, watching their peculiar, insane agility and obvious strength as the next line threw itself at almost sheer rock walls and scrabbled up them as quickly as—well—as quickly as rock lizards or spiders might.

      “If it wasn’t for the fact that it is clear plates and not scales, and that it is gray-blue rather than steel . . .” Carl started to say.

      “Don’t,” Tucker cut him off, obviously anticipating what he was going to suggest. “There is no way that the xenomutation can be controlled. Not by anyone. If the Palacians have managed to do it, then . . .”

      Then we’re screwed, Carl was thinking, as the first pair of the scaled, grappling troops got to the top of the wooded crater and set off into the forest. Now they were running once more on their two feet and did not appear to need any time to catch their breath or gasp or pant or rest.

      The final pair were only heartbeats after the first before they, too, vanished over the top edge and ran after the others. It looked to Carl exactly like a military training exercise: two pairs of servicemen and women playing catch or tag after another two.

      The UTA personnel waited until they were gone, holding their breath in the thin, watery light of a Teilhardian day. But whatever operations the strange new troops were on, there was no sign of them now.

      “Specialist? Tucker?” Carl heard Tucker firing a tight beam transmission back to Mendiata, telling her of the strange and new four-person team that they had just seen and warning them to watch for any sign of the enemy.

      “Great. So, I might not only have to face xenos while trying to keep the lieutenant alive, but also Palacian xenos?” Carl heard the ever-angry Specialist Mendiata say. But she also informed them that she had managed to dig out a foxhole underneath an old, downed tree. They shouldn’t be spotted so long as they don’t make a noise.

      “I don’t think we should engage if we don’t have to,” Tucker was saying.

      “Affirmative. Just so long as, when we get back to the Abelard, they blow the whole damn place to kingdom come from orbit,” Mendiata settled for, and Carl could only agree.

      “Well, if we manage to find and recover Silver, that is,” Tucker groaned as he nodded for them to continue around to the launcher.
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        * * *

      

      Team One Mission Clock: 00.02.53

      

      It didn’t take long for them to dismantle the outer housing of the defensive missile launcher, and for Tucker to carefully take out the first missile in the rack, remove its back plate, and carefully put it back in.

      “They’ll be in for a surprise when she fires again,” he promised, although Carl did not ask what would happen. Then they were moving down the terraced walls toward the base itself.

      

      Short-range suit scans . . .

      / Electromagnetic . . .

      / Radionic . . .

      / Thermal . . .

      

      “There’s life down there!” Carl hissed. They kept to the rocky edge of the walls as they jogged toward the base, expecting shouts of alarm at any moment. “I’m picking up signs of activity. A reactor maybe, generators . . .”

      However, the two servicemen did not attempt the same tactic that the strange Palacian troops had used, and instead they were constrained to use the stairs and the long, sloping-downwards avenues of the terrace floors. By the time they reached the bottom of the crater, Carl could already feel his heart racing and his lungs burning.

      “You’re not going to believe this,” Tucker said from the second bunker door—not the one that the strange soldiers had marched and scrambled from.

      Instead of the large metal bulkhead door, it was just a metal gate, and through its bars, they could see a set of stairs. It was padlocked, but then Carl pointed to where its hinges were set in the concrete of the walls.

      “We can pry them,” he said, reaching for his backpack and for the short iron multitool that every Pillarman was apparently equipped with. One end was hooked like a crowbar, while the other ended in a large octagonal wrench head.

      “I’ll hold. You hammer,” Carl said, inserting the iron tool for Tucker to slam the butt of his rifle against its end once, twice, and . . .

      Snap! The top hinge broke free, and the same treatment at the bottom had the same result. In less time than it took to get the tool from his backpack, Carl was now looking at the stairs and wondering how many more of those strange troops were going to be down there.

      “No backing out now,” Carl breathed as much to himself as he did to Tucker. They still had a pop star to find—possibly rescue—as well as an injured lieutenant and hours before the Abelard could pick them up.

      What else are we going to do? Carl thought, raising his rifle as he stepped forward.
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      Team One Mission Clock: 00.02.33

      

      A low vibrational hum permeated the suit sensors of the two UTA servicemen as they padded quickly down the stairs. The underground Palace station was lit by dim industrial-looking lights enclosed in their own metal wire cages.

      “Movement check,” Carl breathed as a sensor pinged alive on his digital display, indicating somewhere further ahead and below. The stairs before them turned and met a corridor.

      Carl froze on the corner, rifle up, and watched the proximity alert flash faster, glow a deeper emergency orange—and it was accompanied by the fast march of feet.

      And voices.

      “. . . set off the outer perimeter alarm,” said a man’s voice, nasal and high-pitched.

      “Xenos?” another male voice asked. Deeper and gruffer this time. “Damn planet is crawling with them.”

      “They won’t cross the drone perimeter. If there’s one thing the research shows—even the xenos can be trained,” the nasally voice muttered back in clear annoyance. Carl considered that, even though these people were the enemy, it seemed that the life of a stationed soldier was always the same. Always stuck in forgotten, light-years-from-everywhere places, and always angry at their lot.

      “The prisoner?” the gruffer voice asked, for Carl to share a look with Tucker. Silver?

      “Still not talking. But she won’t last long now,” the second voice responded.

      “I suppose the general will be happy, at least.” the gruffer voice chuckled, before their words were suddenly cut off by a tortured, hideous shrieking.

      Carl started forward, almost passing the corner before the Pillarman behind him seized him, grabbing his forearm in a vicelike grip lest he expose their position.

      What!? Carl glared at the stern, quiet features of the technical specialist behind him. That could be Layani!

      But it was only then that Carl realized that it wasn’t Silver. It wasn’t a human noise, Carl heard—and his evaluation was rewarded by the sudden, angered voices of the two humans beyond them.

      “Quiet in there! Quiet, you mongrels!” the nasal-voiced Palacian said. There was a sudden fizz of electricity, followed by something that sounded like doglike keening.

      “See? I told you, even xenos can be trained!” There was a rough laugh as the footsteps, voices, and the accompanying proximity warnings faded.

      What the hell have they got down here!? Carl was thinking in alarm. The two servicemen forced themselves to stay hidden for another thirty seconds until they were sure that the other two wouldn’t come out.

      What were the chances that they could sneak in, retrieve Silver, and get out unseen? The thought flashed through the WarDog’s mind. Not high, as far as he was concerned—but then again, the old Dogs had been trained as shock troops, more used to jumping in feet first, guns blazing. He did not share the Pillarman Tucker’s casual confidence in Black Ops actions.

      “Three . . . two . . .” Tucker breathed, pointing for Carl to step around and down.

      To find himself in a short corridor with metal-bar doors on either side.

      And beyond each door were small, concrete-built cells with things that had once been animals inside. Animals covered with the unique and different patterning of the xenomutation scales.

      “What the hell am I looking at?” Carl whispered. He stepped from the front of one cell to another, seeing more of the porcupine-ape creatures that had attacked them in the forest. They were clearly some form of native of the planet of Teilhard—only here, he could see some more of their original features (albeit in different manifestations on different bodies).

      The first had a fine, bluish down of fur covering short and stubby legs, but its upper body had exploded with the silver plates that were common across all the xenomutants. It appeared to be curled in a corner, barely awake. Carl made to step toward the bars, but Tucker held up a warning hand.

      “Let’s not wake them, shall we?” the technical specialist whispered, moving onto the next.

      This one was similar in form to the first—only instead of the silvered scales of the regular xenomutation, its upper body was covered with gray-looking plates.

      “Just like the armor that those Palacian units wore,” Carl breathed. Tucker shot him a wary look. The man, for all his Special Ops confidence, clearly didn’t want to accept the fact that he might be looking at a new type of biological weapon for the Palacians.

      The final barred door contained another of the mutant creatures, pacing around its small cell in a groggy way. This one turned as soon as it saw the two men approaching its terrible domain, and Carl was shocked at what he saw.

      It looked like the indigenous creatures of Teilhard, but it had been so covered with the gray scale plates that it appeared as though it could barely move because of the heavy suit of armor.

      Only it is armor that is growing from its body, Carl saw in horror. There was a whine, and he saw that the creature was so terribly overbalanced that thin rods of metal had been attached to the outside of its legs and to servos at the creature’s hips, knees, and ankles. Over the top of its head was a bulbous metal unit that blinked with lights.

      “Dear stars!” Carl staggered back from the bars with horror at the experimentation he was looking at. The creature threw itself at the bars and seized them with two four-clawed hands, growling and snarling at what held it back.

      “That’s—that’s not right,” Tucker agreed, standing well back as the creature started to keen in a horrible, inhuman voice, the noise rising higher and higher as it shook the bars. And now one of the other mutants heard it and added its voice to theirs . . .

      “It’s loud!” Carl hissed, looking at the powerful limbs of the creature. It started to pull at the bars, forcing them to make a terrible screeching noise as the bars themselves began to wobble and move.

      “Shut it up!” Tucker was saying urgently, moving quickly to the single metal door at the far end of the hall.

      “I can’t! What do you expect me to do—sing it a damned lullaby!?” Carl hissed back. Before him, the creature shook the cage more, and now added howls of rage to its cacophony.

      “I don’t care, just . . .” Tucker was saying, when he suddenly stopped.

      

      Proximity alert!

      

      “Too late now,” the technical specialist said, drawing himself to one side of the door as there was the sound of running feet. The door was thrown open.

      “Just what in the name of hell is . . .” the gruff-voiced Palacian guard managed to say as he ran into the corridor—just before Tucker stepped out and seized him, spinning the man around and slamming him into the wall.

      These Palacian guards had personal defense suits similar to the ones that Carl and Tucker were wearing, but not as robust, Carl saw. They were little more than light encounter suits, designed for patrol or security guard units—not the heavy combat suits that the Pillarmen wore.

      As such, they had only lighter, rounded helmets on with a lot of clear plastic for the visor, and when the first man hit the wall, Carl heard the crack and the grunt of pain as he went down. Carl saw his teammate twist the man’s arm behind his back as he kicked his feet away to make sure—but this first guard wasn’t the problem.

      “Jones!?” There was another voice wheezing from behind the first, a high-pitched nasal voice. The second Palacian guard appeared. He wore the same suit, but it was cast with a lot of white stripes, indicating that he was from a medical or science specialization.

      “Sebastian!” Tucker shouted in alarm, too busy with the struggling first guard. Carl lunged toward the second guard—but his WarDog chemicals hadn’t kicked in. He was too late, and Carl’s gloved hand scraped the edge of the man’s suit ineffectually as he turned and ran back up the tunnel, screaming his head off at the same time.

      “UTA! UTA!”

      Carl couldn’t waste any more time. He pounced, jumping past Tucker and into the small corridor, pushing off from the opposite wall and throwing himself after the other Palacian guard who was a couple yards ahead of him.

      “UTA! Contact!”

      On his second stride, Carl felt his head clear and lightness infuse his being. His panic vanished, and even his eyesight got better. He saw the miniscule movements of the man’s hands, who was reaching up to struggle with the baton at his waist.

      This corridor didn’t end in a door, but instead opened into what looked to be a wider chamber. Beyond the man’s shoulders, Carl saw glittering lights. Large wall units.

      Carl felt the rush of energy run through his limbs and down his spine as he tensed his muscles, jumped . . .

      “Emergency deployment!” the man gasped as he ran into the room.

      For Carl to slam into the back of him and bring him down to the floor in one bundle of metal and limbs.

      “Urk!” He heard the man growl in agony. As Carl brought him down, he rolled himself to skid to the outer wall before turning and leaping back to grab at the scrabbling man. He brought one leg across to kick the stun baton free from his grasp before cuffing him solidly across the head.

      “Ach!” Another grunt—of shock more than pain, Carl thought. He pressed his advantage, throwing the man over onto his back and thumping a forearm under his jaw. He was in his own suit—but it was a lighter suit, and Carl was filled with an inhuman strength as he felt his lips curling backwards into a snarl.

      Terrified eyes were looking back up at him.

      “Don’t!” Carl choked the angry words at the man he had caught. “One more word . . .”

      And suddenly, the lights around him flashed an emergency orange, and an alarm started to blare. The WarDog was quick, but apparently, he still wasn’t quick enough. Someone inside the base had heard the call and had sounded the alarm.
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      Team One Mission Clock: 00.01.45

      

      “How many!?” Carl snarled at the Palacian as he hauled him to his feet and shoved him hard against the wall.

      “What!?” The Palacian was still terrified, his face alternately cast in mephitic orange glows or deep shadow from the flashing of the emergency lights—but he also appeared angry.

      “How many stationed here!?” Carl returned.

      “Sebastian!?” It was Tucker, appearing at the door with his rifle at the ready. Carl didn’t ask what had happened to the other guard he had been disabling.

      “Here. How many of you are there!?” Carl said again, adding some force to his arm as he pressed it against the man’s neck.

      “Too many for you, Terrans!” the Palacian guard growled the last word as if it was an insult. Maybe to the Palacians it was, Carl thought. He slammed the man against the wall once more while control panels beside them blinked and chirruped in alarm.

      “The singer. Layani Silver. Do you have her? Where?” Carl tried again.

      The Palacian opened his mouth with a sneer, clearly about to try and prevaricate as he had the last time, but something in the man’s eyes saw the deadly seriousness in Carl’s own. His face fell as he swallowed nervously.

      “She’s here. But you’ll never get away with her. You’ll never get off planet.”

      “Leave what we can or can’t do for us to decide,” Tucker growled back over Carl’s shoulder. “Which way is she?”

      Carl saw the Palacian flicker a glance to one of the doors in the round room, but not say anything. If the man was trying to keep his thoughts to himself, then he clearly had a terrible poker face.

      “That way,” Carl said. Tucker moved immediately to the door, and seized the round wheel to start opening it, turning it like the door to a submarine hatch.

      “Sebastian,” the Pillarman called out when he noticed that the WarDog wasn’t following him.

      But there was something else on the WarDog’s mind as he held onto the Palacian guard or scientist and thought about the cells full of those xenomutants with their strange, new forms of armor scale. The very same sort of armor that the Palacian troops had been wearing.

      The creatures had clearly been experimented upon. They had been driven crazier than whatever the mutation had already done. There was something about their dumb rage and their impotent powerlessness over their own situation that stuck in Carl’s heart and eye.

      Experimented on and kept like freaks in cages, Carl thought. With his own strange genetic ancestry, he even felt a sort of kinship with their lost fate.

      “Those xenos. What were you doing to them? Tell me!” Carl slammed the man against the wall once more, causing him to let out a small gasp of pain this time.

      “You wouldn’t understand, Terran,” the Palacian said.

      “Sebastian! We haven’t got time for this!” Tucker was saying angrily. He had just gotten the door to open and was advancing into the corridor beyond.

      “We need to know, Tucker!” Carl snarled.

      And we need to stop it, he also knew.

      “Tell me!” he screamed at the Palacian guard, whose reticence was fast fading under the onslaught of Carl’s enhanced fury.

      “You’re looking at your doom, UTA,” the Palacian managed to say. “They are just the beginning. Palace should never have lost the war—and we wouldn’t have if it hadn’t been for your damn WarDogs!”

      Carl flinched as if he had been struck. He wasn’t used to anyone—even the enemy—throwing around the name of his old unit so much.

      “We have our own program now, and one that will—”

      BANG!

      The man never got to finish his sentence. Where his cracked visor had been, there was now a smoking hole where someone behind Carl had shot him.

      

      Proximity alert!

      

      “Sebastian! Contact!” Tucker shouted as Carl let go of the body and dove for the floor.

      A spray of bullets hit the Palace control decks and machines in front of him. They were coming from the only other open door they hadn’t yet explored—and the gun of the Palace guard who was springing into the room.

      Tucker had also dived for cover, and the Palacian was already swinging a heavy automatic pistol down at Carl’s floor-bound form.

      “Argh!” Carl growled in frustration and anger as he kicked out with a foot. The room was small enough that he managed to connect with the man’s ankle and sent him to the floor too.

      “Sebastian!” Carl heard Tucker shouting. Bullets winged overhead, traded between the Pillarman and the open corridor. Carl lunged to grab at the Palacian’s wrist, holding his pistol.

      Thwack!

      The wrestling Palacian backhanded Carl with practiced ease, making him see stars for a moment—but he still held onto the man’s wrist in a death grip of fury.

      A surprised grunt from his opposer as Carl’s superior strength allowed him to push the pistol away. The gun went off not even a foot away from Carl’s shoulder. Carl pressed his advantage, knowing that he had the upper hand thanks to his enhanced biology. He swore that he could feel the rush and the hammer of the chemicals as he started to force the man’s gun back toward him . . .

      And then someone chucked a lightning bolt at his head.

      

      ALERT!

      

      Carl opened his eyes a heartbeat later to see that he was lying on his back on the floor. The form of the Palacian guard was rising above him, snatching up his pistol where it had dropped between the two of them. Carl’s head rang like a bell, and there was something warm rolling down one side of his face.

      Blood? My own blood? Carl thought. He couldn’t feel any pain, but he could hear Tucker shouting.

      “Sebastian! Get up!”

      The Pillarmen and the Palacian guards in the corridor were still trading bursts of fire as Carl’s adversary brought his pistol around to cover the WarDog . . .

      And Carl kicked out with both feet, landing a blow against the man’s sternum as he was leaning forward for a clearer shot.

      “Aargh!” Carl’s kick caught the man under the ribcage and sent his arm spiraling backwards into the air—then Tucker’s gunfire glittered across the guard’s suit. A moment later, Carl was rolling across the room to grab the metal door leading to the enemy corridor and slam it closed, spinning the wheel. He heard the metal rain of bullets hitting it on the far side. Moving quickly, he seized the stun baton that one of the dead Palacians had held and jammed it through the spokes of the door wheel. He saw it start to creak and strain as the Palacians on the other side got to it.

      “That won’t hold them!” Carl was backing from the door. He turned around to see Tucker rising from his crouch and looking at him incredulously.

      “What!?” We haven’t got time . . .” Carl was panting as Tucker pointed at the side of his head once more.

      “Your visor . . .” Tucker’s eyes were wide as Carl realized why his vision was a little blurry. His visor was cracked, and when he hastily patted the side of his helmet with his hand, he found the metal crumpled and torn.

      “You got shot! It looks like the bullet just skimmed your helmet, but . . .” Tucker was shaking his head incredulously.

      That was what hit me. Carl felt a shiver of shock run through him, threatening to overpower the war chemicals and adrenaline. One of the Palacian bullets had come about a quarter inch away from taking his head off.

      No. Don’t think about it, the soldier demanded of himself. To do that would only be to invite shock.

      “Silver,” Carl hissed, as his head once again pounded with the hammer of an almighty headache.

      The door creaked behind them as the Palacians continued to try and break into their own command post. Tucker turned back to the only other exit from the three-way room, to hurry through . . .

      To where there was a short corridor before another barred and gated concrete room. Inside, the horrified forces starlet, Layani Silver, huddled in a corner with her deep blue-and-silver encounter suit ragged and torn from the crash.

      “Ma’am,” Carl heard Tucker say. “We’re UTA Pillarmen. We’ve come to save you.”

      Silver looked at her saviors with ghoulish, haunted eyes from between the bars.

      “How? I’ve seen them, the Fomorians. They can’t be killed!” Her terrified voice cut them like a knife. “Who is going to save you?”
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      “The Fomorians? Who are they!?” Carl was wincing as he slammed the third of the available keys they had taken from the body of the dead Palacian scientist or medic back in the control post into the lock restraining Silver. This time, there was a reassuring click as the door opened, and Silver was already struggling to her feet.

      “Ma’am, please take this.” Tucker was offering her an ampule. “Mild painkillers and anti-inflammatories,” he said. The singer slapped the offering out of his hand.

      “You’ll pardon me if I decline, Marine,” the woman said as she tried to gather as much dignity as she could, smoothing her long and wild black hair and raising her chin. She still looked deathly pale though.

      “I’ve spent the last three days watching people in suits like yours give others drugs very much like that. And so far, most of them have ended up screaming in agony.”

      “Ma’am, I don’t think . . .” Tucker started to say, for Carl to shake his head.

      “Leave her. The lady knows what she wants.” He nodded to her, offering her a hand instead.

      “Silver? We really haven’t got much time,” Carl murmured, hearing the banging on the outer door to the control room.

      The singer’s face slipped for a moment back into horror and despair. Then Carl saw her mentally grabbing the separate pieces of herself and forcing them back together. “No. No, we don’t have much time at all. The Fomorians will be coming.”

      “Tell me,” Carl said the words low and softly as Tucker took point back out of the room and into the control room.

      “Clear!” he heard the Pillarman call. Carl led Layani behind. He tried to remember how he would talk to Jadakar, or Fodova, when they had been too long on the front line—or later, after their transformation. Sometimes orders and demands just didn’t do it. Sometimes fear didn’t do it. You had to be slow.

      “The Fomorians . . . That’s their name. The Palacians . . .” Silver was saying, walking awkwardly and stiffly behind Carl, as if she were preparing for an audience of ten thousand. “A new unit. They’ve . . . done something to them.”

      They had emerged into the control room. Tucker beckoned them across, back the way that they had come. The mutant cages. Immediately, Carl realized that the Palacians had abandoned the door that they had been trying to force open, and now, it was quiet. It could mean they would be waiting for them outside. Or that they had gone to get explosives.

      “No time,” Tucker whispered. He clearly shared Carl’s understanding. They would have to take their chances outside. And hope that no one was already waiting for them when they got topside.

      “Keep talking to me, ma’am,” Carl murmured as he followed Tucker into the corridor of the mutants, trying to keep Silver’s concentration on him rather than on them.

      “I met my contact, Herbert Ernst, at one of those gala dinner things,” Silver gabbled the words, clearly barely in control of her emotions. “A peace thing between us and Palace. He claimed he was high up in the Palace Scientific Institute and wanted to defect . . .”

      Carl wasn’t sure if he believed any of what Silver was saying, but he was sure, given her current state of mind, that she did.

      “Ernst sent me the message that there is another scientific unit working on something here at this site. Something called the Fomorians. A new type of human. A new xenotype,” Silver managed to say as they hurried into the experimentation corridor. The room was eerily quiet.

      Why aren’t they going crazy!? Carl thought, again sharing a wide-eyed look with Tucker ahead of him as Silver fell silent at the sight of the xenomutant animals.

      All of them were silent however—even the largest, mechanically augmented one at the end that had been the noisiest just a little while ago. Silver had drawn herself closer beside him and was looking at the creatures with aghast horror as Tucker urged them on faster.

      Three pairs of alien eyes looked back at them and didn’t make a sound at their passing.

      “These . . .” Silver was whispering. “I think that these are the experiments. They started on the xenomutants before they used the mutation on their own soldiers.”

      The woman was whispering this as they reached the stairs at the end of the corridor—when suddenly, all the mutant and experimented-on creatures moved their heads as one.

      Back toward the way that they had come from.

      Carl didn’t know if it was the sudden eeriness of the situation, or perhaps some WarDog battle instinct that was present in his body if not his conscious mind—but he turned as well. He felt all the hairs on the back of his neck and arms rise at the same time.

      Creeak!

      There was a sound of protesting metal from behind them, but in the control room. What Carl was sure he heard was the sound of a metal stun baton being forced from the door wheel and clanging to the floor.

      “It’s them,” Silver whispered beside Sebastian. “The Fomorians. They’ve come.”

      There was a tense moment of suspense, then Tucker seemed to snap out of it.

      “I don’t think this is in mission parameters,” Carl heard Tucker say as there was the sudden creak of distant metal, like a door being forced open perhaps. Carl felt like he knew Tucker well enough by now to know that probably meant, in infantry speak: “I don’t give a rat’s ass what is happening—we are leaving!”

      Carl’s heart was hammering as once again his own strange battle chemicals flushed his system, making his skin feel hot and clammy. There was something in him that wanted to stay here, that wanted to see what such a great predator could be—if it was powerful enough even to strike fear into the hearts of xenomutants.

      But no. The WarDog shook his head as he remembered that he had a human civilian right in front of him, and beyond that, he had two more fellow teammates somewhere out there in the wilds of this planet in hostile territory. He owed it to them to survive, at least.

      “Nope.” He heard Silver say just one simple word as she suddenly turned and ran past Tucker, up the stairs, and out.

      “Silver! Layani!” Tucker was saying, breaking into a run after her as Carl cursed and turned to run as well.

      To hear the sudden clank and slap of metal on concrete as something ran after them. Carl made it to the corner of the stairs, turning to look over his shoulder as something skidded around the distant corner.

      It was a human. Sort of. Or maybe it had once been a human.

      There, stopping to look at him from down the mutant corridor, was one of the strange new breed of soldiers that Carl and Tucker had seen jump and scramble up the walls of the crater outside as easily as if they had been born to do it. It was as tall as a regular human male, but much broader at the shoulders and with a slightly forward-loping form. Its entire body appeared to be covered in gray, interlocking plates of metal, and its head was encrusted with a similar head “unit” that was barbed like a mutant’s.

      Strapped on its back it appeared to have the same long rifle or short pikelike weapon that the others had also worn. But instead of reaching for this weapon, it was raising its forearm toward Carl. The WarDog saw that it had some sort of bulbous forearm weapon attached there—a heavy tube grafted and plated almost directly onto its forearm, from which was coming a whining noise . . .

      “Ack!” Carl jumped back, around the corner, and up the stairs. He had realized in a split second what that sound reminded him of. Some kind of rotary gun. The concrete before him was struck and pelted with the brilliant sparks of bullets as the Fomorian creature let loose with his arm-mounted weapon.

      “Holy . . . What the . . . !?” Carl came surging up the stairs behind Tucker. “It has a rifle growing out of its damn arm!” he was shouting as he saw the square of watery, late afternoon light above. Silver and Tucker had already vanished through it. He turned just before he got there, lowered his rifle, and . . .

      Breathe in, two, three, and . . .

      The gray shape of the Fomorian hit the stairwell below. In an instant, he was raising his head to look up in the direction that its prey had gone.

      Carl fired.

      It was impossible to miss in such a narrow field of fire and under such circumstances. The shape of the Fomorian filled the stairwell below him, and all Carl had to do was to pull the trigger to hit something.

      The Fomorian lit up with the sudden sparks of bursting rifle shells as Carl kept hold of the juddering rifle with both hands, roaring as the strange, new type of soldier slammed into the opposing wall and was forced to the floor.

      Click!

      Carl’s magazine was now clicking empty as he tried to fire again, and a savage elation was filling his chest. He had done it. He had managed to stop the Fomorian. He could see the terrible scratches and crumple marks across the Fomorian’s many plates—with some even hanging uselessly to one side from where they had been struck, and a slight haze rising from the Fomorian’s body from the many explosions of cordite.

      “I got him!” Carl called over the suit-to-suit comms channel he shared with Tucker. “He’s down. Tell Silver not to worry.”

      The WarDog was sure that he had killed him—until he saw the Fomorian’s arm twitch. And he started to push himself up from the floor.

      What the—What the—What?! Carl saw the new breed of Palacian soldier totter a little, then snap his head up to glare at him with eyes that were just deep black sensor holes.

      Frack! Carl jumped the last few stairs and fled out into the dying light of the alien day beyond.
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      “Silver was right!” Carl was shouting as he ran across the open crater floor, already calling to his teammates before he even registered where they were.

      “Silver? Tucker!?” He couldn’t see them anywhere for a moment. Until Tucker was waving an arm from where he clung to the edge of the cliff wall before the first of the crater terraces, which he and Silver were climbing. Tucker was just a few hands from the top, with the pop singer a breath underneath.

      “Sebastian!” Tucker shouted. “Get over here! We have Abrams and Mendiata incoming.” He managed to get all of these words off just as there was a sudden crackle of gunfire.

      It was from the other bunker entrance, where the remaining Palacian guards or scientists must have decided to try and ambush the UTA troops.

      “Up! Up!” Carl saw Tucker reach to seize the climbing Silver under one arm and more or less swing her up onto the terrace. Bullets scattered the wall underneath them. A moment later, he was grabbing the edge and hauling himself over the top to disappear there too.

      Another burst of gunfire speckled the dirt of the landing floor. Carl jumped, rolling across the earth—not sure if the Palacians had an exact target on him yet, but knowing that he didn’t want to stick out like a sore thumb whenever anyone did . . . He reached the edge of the landing platform to see that it was built on great concrete and steel stanchions, big enough for him to crawl behind.

      “Sebastian!? Report!” Tucker was shouting over their shared suit comms from where he lay on the top of the first terrace, but the WarDog suddenly realized that he wasn’t returning fire.

      “Shoot them, Tucker! Damn well shoot the Palacians, please!” Carl shouted back.

      “I would love to. But my rifle is currently at the bottom of that damn cliff!” Tucker said tersely. “It fell off when someone started shooting at me!”

      Dammit! Carl scrabbled deeper into cover behind the landing stanchions. Snapping his spare magazine from his belt to eject the old one from his rifle, he slammed the new one home.

      “This is not a great time to be without a weapon!” Carl growled back as he crawled onto his front, bringing his rifle up. It was dark under the landing platform, but he could see the rectangular concrete entranceway where the Palacian guards were hiding. He saw their sparks of muzzle fire as they opened up, just one burst, alternating between Tucker’s position and the landing platform where Carl had been.

      One alternating burst, Carl thought. “I think there’s only one shooter. They’re splitting their fire between you and me,” he breathed over their shared comms.

      “Does dying from only one shooter rather than two count as good news?” Tucker returned dryly.

      “Yes,” Carl groaned. He wondered just how much battlefield experience the technical specialist—or the Special Ops Pillarmen in general—had seen. Had he seen the sort of grueling, multicontact, varied, and asymmetrical battlefields that the infantry had experienced regularly? The sort of battlefield experience where strategy went out the window and you were left with making it up on the spot as you watched people around you getting blown away . . .

      “Give me a damn distraction,” Carl growled, sighting down the rifle and slowing his breathing.

      “A distraction? You want Silver to jump up and sing the ‘Chattanooga Boogie’?” Tucker offered.

      “I don’t care. Just draw their attention somehow,” Carl stated. “Although, if you could keep the person we rescued alive at the same time . . .”

      “Fine,” Tucker snapped. “On three, two, and . . .”

      Carl focused, as from the terrace above him there was a sudden movement of black and khaki. Tucker had apparently eased off his helmet and thrown it a little way from him.

      Now!

      The Palacian shooter had reacted first and fired at it, as Carl had expected.

      He saw the white flare of the muzzle flash and fired at it. His rifle kicked back against his shoulder in that familiar way that reminded him of distant battlefields and distant years.

      “Urk!” There was a muffled groan as the Palacian shooter fell forward onto the dirt of Teilhard, and it was over.

      Over apart from the Fomorian, that was.

      “Sebastian? Sebastian?” Tucker was calling over the shared comms channel. “I thought you said you had taken that thing out!?” His voice, far from being thankful at not dying, Carl thought, was even more alarmed.

      “I lied,” Carl muttered as he switched his position to cover the other bunker entrance where the Fomorian had emerged into the light. He saw him cast a look at the dead Palacian lying in the doorway, and then the Fomorian raised his head to scan the terraces above. With an unerring instinct, the Fomorian fell forward onto hands and feet to race with a loping run toward Tucker and Layani’s position.

      Carl opened fire. He had a clear field of vision, and it was open country to fire across with only one moving target—but still, that moving target was fast.

      “Why won’t he go down?” he heard Tucker calling. “Why won’t he go down?!”

      Breathe, two , one. . . Carl snapped the rifle forward ahead of his target as he had cleared half the space in less time than it took for Carl to breathe. He pulled the trigger to see his shots spark off the creature’s sides and legs. The Fomorian suddenly flipped over and rolled across the floor. He must have hit something important.

      Yes! Carl repositioned his rifle, seeing the creature roll as he opened fire again.

      As this time, the Fomorian jumped up and was now heading toward him.

      Carl Sebastian fired once more, almost straight at the creature as he charged across the surface of the dirt toward him in an unerringly straight line.

      But the Fomorian was coming in way too fast. He would be on top of Carl before he could stop him.

      And then the Fomorian suddenly leapt, rising high into the air over his position and disappearing over the lip of the landing and launcher pad that Carl had been taking cover under.

      

      Proximity!

      

      The WarDog’s suit blipped a warning that came a single heartbeat before there was an almighty crash, like the sound of the sky being torn apart. The Fomorian must have landed on the launch pad directly over Carl’s position.

      WHAM!

      Grit and cement dust burst around Carl as he rolled over, looking up to see that there was now a very large crack in the landing platform ahead of him.

      “How strong is that thing!” Carl gasped in horror, as he started to scrabble out of the way . . .

      

      Proximity!

      

      Another alarm as a shadow eclipsed the edge of the landing platform, and one metal arm snatched at Carl’s shoulder and dragged him into the light.
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      “Aiiii!” Carl had never particularly thought that he was a bad flier, but then again, he had always either flown in civilian shuttles or military atmospheric vehicles. If he had thought that they were bouncy, then he had clearly never been thrown through the air by an incredibly strong metal hybrid super soldier.

      

      ALERT!

      

      He hit the dirt with a feeling like he’d had a cannonball thrown on his back, and for a moment, Carl saw nothing, heard nothing, and felt nothing at all. Everything was a blissful black . . . until he tasted the blood in the back of his mouth.

      With a sudden rush of noise, his ears were full of roaring, and then the man was lying on his back on the alien dirt of some frontier world.

      Teilhard. He remembered This place is called Teilhard.

      He knew that his body was in severe pain—but strangely, it wasn’t as bad as he thought that it should be. The last few moments replayed themselves inside his mind. He had been peaceably trying to stop some super soldier from attacking his friends, and then the super soldier—the Fomorian—had found him and thrown him a clear twelve feet through the air.

      All of this begged the question. Where was the super soldier now!?

      With a run of something between panic, terror, and excitement, Carl pushed himself up to see that the Fomorian had already lost interest in him and had instead transferred it to Technical Specialist Tucker and UTA pop star Layani Silver, who were atop the first terrace one hundred feet away.

      The hybrid xeno-and-human soldier had dragged himself down to the crater floor from the landing platform and was now stalking toward Carl’s colleagues, limping and lurching a little.

      He is injured. Maybe badly, Carl realized as his eyes sought out his rifle where he had dropped it. It wasn’t so far away. Not so far that he couldn’t scrabble to his feet and run the short distance to snatch it up.

      The Fomorian must have heard (or registered or scanned or felt, Carl guessed) the noise. He halted with a drunkard’s grace, turning awkwardly to look back at him.

      “Frack you,” Carl opened up with whatever was left in the magazine, spraying the creature with bullets even as the Fomorian now lurched toward him . . .

      At least he isn’t going for my teammates, Carl thought with a soldier’s practicality. He still had his firearm on him, after all—whereas the technical specialist had nothing at all.

      Carl saw the Fomorian’s chest explode with fire, and still, the strange new thing kept on coming.

      He saw another shoulder plate break off and wing into the air behind the creature, and still, the Fomorian kept coming.

      “Die, damn you! Die!” Carl could hear himself shouting, as the creature crossed the distance between them in a lurching, unstoppable gait. The Fomorian came to within just fifteen feet of the WarDog—and then the creature pounced.

      Frack! Carl saw the flash of the evening alien sun glint across the creature’s strange metals as he leapt through the air—and the WarDog was moving, sliding to one side as fast as he could to avoid being crushed under the metal fists or feet or knees . . .

      But he wasn’t moving fast enough. His body wasn’t responding in the way that it should. Even a genetically enhanced WarDog—a man who had been chosen and selected for extreme battle—still had to obey the laws of physics. He had been attacked, beaten, shot, and flung through the air, and no matter how little the pain registered in his mind, unable to cut through Carl’s natural chemical suppressors, his body had still suffered terribly. It was slowing down. As the soldier spun to one side, he was caught by the outflung arm of the hybrid soldier, sending Carl crashing back to the dirt.

      “Ach!” This time, the pain did get through. Carl blinked away tears as the left side of his body, from shoulder to hip, felt like a lightning bolt had been sent through it.

      Get up, soldier—get up! He could hear Captain Heymeyer’s voice ringing in his ears as he struggled to work out if he could move, stand, or walk. He could taste blood in his mouth now, and his visor was almost entirely smashed. When he pushed himself up on his hands, he could see the fragments of his visor glinting on the dirt of Teilhard before him.

      He felt the reverberation through the ground as the Fomorian leapt or lurched toward him. With a gasp, Carl managed to turn himself over to see the shattered and broken form of the strange, hybrid stranger looming above him. Half of the Fomorian’s metal and horned head appeared to be torn and broken. There was a horrible mixture of sparks and liquid oozing from the wound as the one remaining dark pit of an eye turned to regard him.

      Was there a glint inside that darkness? Carl wondered as the creature lazed first one way, and then another, and then finally seemed to find its feet. The Fomorian stumbled over to him and started to reach toward him with one large, metalized claw.

      Was there a hesitation? The man wondered as his own exhaustion and tremors ran through his body. Maybe he had met his match. Maybe this was as far as an old soldier like him could go.

      The Fomorian seized the front of Carl’s suit and started to pull him up from the ground. Even this act was a clear effort for the creature—but given the augmented strength that the Fomorian had, Carl knew that the hybrid could still easily kill him in a heartbeat when he wanted to.

      Which would be now. Carl saw the Fomorian raise his other arm in a curiously human gesture, a fist that he would drive through what remained of Carl’s helmet and bloodied face behind it.

      And then he will kill Tucker, and he will kill Silver. Carl could almost see the future spread out before him in that moment. There had been another four of these creatures out there—and maybe they had already killed the lieutenant and Mendiata. Maybe the other Fomorians were on their way back here, and they would clear Teilhard of any sign of the UTA . . .

      Would the Abelard and Colonel Forest even avenge our deaths? Carl wondered in that heartbeat. To do that, they would have to admit to Layani Silver being a spy against Palace. They would have to willingly attack the contested planet of Teilhard in a seeming act of unprovoked aggression.

      And still, whatever came next, he and his teammates would be dead in the dirt down here, Carl knew—just like before . . .

      No.

      Something sparked inside the old WarDog as the Fomorian’s fist swung forward. A powerful haymaker punch. Big and showy and heavy. Maybe there was still a human behind all of that xenomutation after all . . .

      No. Carl Sebastian had seen enough of his friends and comrades used up in the machineries of war. Was that what it all amounted to, in the end? Just bodies of people who had meant something to each other, in the dirt?

      No. Something snapped inside of him, and Carl pushed back against that awful fate. Maybe it was his innate unwillingness to die. Maybe it was his resentment and anger at seeing so many of his old buddies fall . . .

      But he threw his own hand forward in response to the oncoming fist, and he felt the snap and crack of bones as he caught the Fomorian’s fist in his own hand.

      The Fomorian appeared confused, surprised even—as he startled, and Carl managed to twist the hybrid’s fist outward toward the ground for a moment. And then, with a twitch through his metal body, the hybrid started to exert his strength and slowly bring his fist up. Carl gripped onto the metal, clawed hand with all his might.

      Who are you? WarDogs!

      Who are you? WarDogs!

      Carl snarled as he pushed out, trying to turn the creature’s fist away from his body. If his strength failed, then the Fomorian could grab his face or windpipe and kill him with a twist of one hand, he knew.

      But I was trained for this! Carl demanded more of himself. I was selected for this! And indeed, he had chosen this for himself, because once there had been another Corporal Carl Sebastian who had been sick of seeing his friends die. Who had been sick of seeing Palace wipe his friends off the board. He had chosen the augmentations and surgeries and drug treatments of the WarDog program because he wanted to stop that from happening ever again.

      Who are you?! Carl’s fist started to push the Fomorian’s hand away as the unique designer organs and drugs inside his body got to work.

      WarDogs! With a burst of strength, Carl had thrown the Fomorian’s fist wide and had instead grabbed the hybrid with his own other arm, holding the hybrid instead of the hybrid holding him.

      The Fomorian still had his weapon, the short spear or battle sword or similar, and with a burst of speed not possible for regular humans, Carl had seized its pronounced handle and had shoved the startled creature backwards.

      You are the best . . . he remembered Captain Heymeyer saying to him and the rest of the new and improved Alpha Squad, some six years ago. Carl spun in the dirt of Teilhard, raising the Fomorian blade.

      You will be the worst thing that ever happened to our enemies.

      Carl swung outwards as he ended his tight spin, for the Fomorian blade to slide through the air, gleaming an iridescent blue steel as it bit into its former owner—and the Fomorian’s head was sailing through the alien airs in one clean strike.

      Nothing will be able to stop you.

      

      Team One Mission Clock: 00.00.00

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      The UTA Abelard appeared like an early star in the deepening evening sky just a little while after Carl collapsed to the ground beside the dead Fomorian. By the time that their Special Ops craft had landed on the Palacian’s very own landing and launch pad, Technical Specialist Tucker and Layani Silver were already at Corporal Sebastian’s side, and Tucker was guiding the Abelard in with microbursts from his suit server.

      “We got a fix on Abrams and Mendiata,” Colonel Forrest told them as soon as the ramp was down, and she dispatched a team to pick them up, as the Pillarmen were still struggling through the forest toward the bunker.

      Carl Sebastian did not remember much of their departure from Teilhard, apart from grabbing onto the colonel’s sleeve and insisting to her that there were other Fomorians here on the planet—and that they had to be stopped.

      “Don’t worry, Corporal,” was all that the commanding officer said. “We got it covered from here.”

      The remains of the dead hybrid Fomorian that Sebastian had killed were packed onto the Abelard, along with all her wounded troops and the singer. But the Pillarmen vessel did not wait around on the surface of the frontier planet. By the time that Carl was being strapped into a medical bed, the ship was already beginning to shudder and vibrate with rocketry as it started to lift off from the surface.

      “You did it, Sebastian. You did it,” Carl remembered someone saying to him over his emergency medical bed—although he wasn’t sure if it was Tucker or Forrest or even Abrams.

      But to the soldier, it sounded like all of them, and Captain Heymeyer—and even Corporal Jadakar and Fodova.

      “We did it,” Carl murmured back, just as he had said before and would say again to all the ghosts of his past and of his present.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        See what happens next to Carl in Pillarmen.

        amazon.com/dp/B09HKX1F3G

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Thank You For Reading

      

      

      Thanks for reading Fomorian Brigade, the first 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 Pillarmen and you can order it now on Amazon.

        amazon.com/dp/B09HKX1F3G

      

      

      

      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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