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      The man ran across broken alien ground with the roaring sound of the sea in his ears. Ahead of him was the haze of smog and dirt of the enemy’s cover smokes, forming a dense slate-gray mist.

      In the man’s hand he clutched a rifle, and every inch of his body was covered with the carbon-and-steel plates of his personal defense suit.

      But Corporal Carl Sebastian didn’t feel heavy. He couldn’t feel anything at all but the pounding of his heart and that roaring sound in his ears . . .

      No, not the sea. The roar was coming from the disembarking rockets of the UTA dropship that was rising behind him, back into the skies over Frontier World 17. The man could sense the vast bulk of the craft like a giant—impossibly large and yet rising into the skies all the same.

      “WARNING! WARNING!”

      His suit’s digital sensors were shouting at him. But he couldn’t understand which of the many dangers it was referring to. Were there Palacian shooters up ahead? Assassin drones? Minefields?

      Suddenly, twin spears of burning orange light flashed over the WarDog’s head as he charged forward into the enemy’s cover.

      Carl instinctively ducked as he turned to get eyes on them, staggering in the murk as suddenly he was surrounded by the thick, slate-gray smokes. They had come from the enemy, hadn’t they . . . ?

      His thoughts were answered a moment later as there was a deafening flash from behind and above. The dropship! A shock wave hit the earth like the hand of some vengeful god, lifting Carl upward in its fierce embrace and casually flipping him over.

      They had hit the UTA dropship. The Palacians had shot it from the sky, leaving Carl and the rest of the Alpha Squad out here on some alien battleground.

      Before Carl could get a handle on what was going on, before he could send a message to the rest of the WarDogs, somewhere in the gloom around him—there was a shape looming out of the battle smokes. A shape whose skin wasn’t covered in metal, but was made of metal. A shape with dark pits for eyes as it reached down towards Carl with unstoppable, bright talons . . .
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        * * *

      

      “Graaah!” Carl woke with a snarl of frustrated rage, tearing at the things that constrained him.

      “Corporal! Sebastian—it’s all right!” Suddenly, there were heavy hands on him, and Carl realized that he was aboard the United Terran Alliance Special Ops ship, the Abelard, more specifically in the medical deck, and the person attempting to stop him from breaking his steel-framed bed was the large, burly shadow of Lieutenant Abrams.

      “Save that stuff for the Palacians, huh?” Abrams drawled through one side of his mouth. The man had a square jaw, and the way he talked made it look as though it was permanently broken. But as Carl’s heart started to pound a little less, he registered the look of concern in his senior officer’s eyes.

      Save it for the Palacians? Carl thought as his dream faded, to be replaced with why he was on this bed in the first place. Teilhard. The secret Palace facility.

      “Don’t you mean the Fomorian Brigade?” Carl whispered as his rage evaporated. He saw Abrams shoulder slump as the man straightened up beside him. He must be thinking the same thing Carl was.

      The Fomorian Brigade. The new breed of hybrid soldier that their Pillarman unit had uncovered when they had gone to rescue pop princess and United Terran spy Layani Silver. The new soldiers were metal-clad but not in the way that regular, human UTA soldiers and marines were.

      “They purposely infected them with the xenomutation,” Carl whispered as he looked down at his own hands against the white sheets. They were crisscrossed with the lighter pinks of newly woven skin. He knew that much of his body, too, would bear the same crisscross of medical repair work.

      More scars to add to the old, I guess, Carl thought. His body had plenty of scars already anyway. And all thanks to the Three World Offensive between the UTA and Palace that his old Alpha Squad in the 6th Division had taken part in. It was a wonder that he was still walking at all.

      “Yeah. I saw the footage, infantry.” Abrams stepped back to the edge of his own bed in the medical room, where he had been recovering from a similar batch of tissue-regrowth serums and treatments. The large man shook his head. “It’s insane . . .”

      You weren’t there, Carl thought, as the last images of his dream mixed with his real memories of Teilhardian dirt. He had taken on just one of those Fomorians, and he had won—but that had only been after unloading two full magazines into it, and even then, it had been a close thing. The Fomorian was human—or had been once—but now it was a walking monster, with metal plates instead of skin, with a surgical or mechanically attached rotary gun on its forearm, and with dark pits for eyes.

      “What are the Palacians thinking, messing around with that stuff?” Abrams grunted, shaking his head as he moved to stretch. Carl could see he was the sort of man who didn’t like to ruminate over things he couldn’t do anything about. There was a wary testiness to the lieutenant, who had already spent the last two weeks alongside Carl Sebastian in the medical unit of the Abelard, waiting for his body to be regrown.

      “War, gentlemen.” A new voice broke into their banter as the smaller, black-uniformed form of Colonel Forrest strode into the room.

      “The Palacians are clearly thinking about war.” Colonel Forrest was the senior officer of the UTA unit, the Pillarmen, and the only officer that Carl had thus far seen of the secretive Special Ops unit. She wore the same black uniform of her unit with no other insignia other than the gold braids and floret at her shoulder. She was compact in every way, from her humor to her apparel.

      “Which is why I trust that you two are sufficiently mended for the next stage of our operation,” the colonel said.

      The next stage? Carl shot Abrams a look, to see that the large man was standing stoically at attention opposite them. There was no surprise or alarm there.

      “The only reason why the upstart kingdom of Palace would be creating such super soldiers is that they plan a breakout in hostilities,” the colonel stated. “And every active command across the UTA Corps has been told to prepare. Especially the elite units like us Pillarmen.” Carl felt the woman’s eyes catch his, hard and bright.

      “You will begin your training tomorrow, morning shift.”
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      It has been a long time since I was in military boot camp, Carl quickly realized as the first “day” of Carl’s training began at the brisk and cheery hour of 05.00, Old Earth time.

      Not that time meant much in the drive between the stars, as the UTA Abelard powered its way to destinations unknown by a lowly corporal like Carl. However, some attempt at normality had been preserved. For the sake of every crew member’s natural human body clock, the Old Earth twenty-four hour clock was kept, with every crew member on an alternating cycle of sixteen hours active and eight hours rest.

      So now, still bleary-headed and weary-eyed, Carl was attempting to keep up with Specialist Mendiata as they ran what they called “the circuit”—a racing route through the lower decks of the Abelard, following the digital holo flashes of yellow arrows.

      “Urgh!” Carl grunted as his thighs shouted in agony. He had already cleared the long stretch of the main access corridor, and his body clearly hadn’t had the time it needed to repair all of the wounds he had suffered on Teilhard.

      “Keep up, infantry!” the smaller Mendiata called back. She slapped the yellow arrow on the bulkhead in front, jumping through the open door and into the darker, labyrinthine space of the upper hold.

      Can’t they just let me shoot things? Carl thought as he followed a moment later. He landed with a skid in the upper hold and turned, looking around between the dim glare of blue-white LED craft lights, looking for the next yellow arrow.

      There. It was down a lane made up of towering, stacked cargo boxes, each one strapped with webbing and secured to scaffolding rigs—all of it securely in Abelard’s hold. The Special Ops ship had to carry everything, Carl knew. It might have to spend months in the deep, or longer going dark on surveillance missions along the frontier of contested worlds between the UTA and Palace. Carl knew that those crates would have everything in there from dried food to spare clothes, medical supplies to hair soap.

      Specialist Mendiata had already disappeared up ahead between the lanes of cargo, and Carl set off after her with a groan.

      Why did I get back into this life? he thought as he slapped the first arrow, making it flash, turning the corner towards the next, and turning again in the tight space . . .

      Oh yeah, Carl thought with a pained groan. I didn’t choose it, did I? It had either been accept the colonel’s offer to be drafted as some sort of Pillarman reservist or something—or else be sent off to rehabilitation.

      All because of what I am, Carl thought with a dull feeling of bile in his belly. He was heading towards the nausea-inducing part of extreme physical exercise, he thought, distantly remembering it from about five years ago.

      “Keep it together and keep going.” He reminded himself of what ol’ Captain Heymeyer would have once told him. “Puke or not, I don’t care—just get it done!”

      Carl Sebastian had been glad to put all of this behind him when the Terran-Palace war had ended. No sir, I did not miss this one bit! he told himself as he slapped the next yellow arrow and turned the corner for the next.

      But he was a WarDog, wasn’t he? His old unit had been selected for “special training” just like this—and with that training had come “special modification”—hours spent half awake in bleeping and whirring medical units as they prodded and poked his body with hundreds of needles.

      Carl had often wondered whether the man who had come out of that program was the same one that had gone into it. On some fundamental level, he felt he would never be the same. But whatever they had done to him, as well as making them the darlings of the Terran-Palace Hostilities for about three years, it had also turned them into unwanted citizens when those who survived finally made it out.

      WarDogs. Bred for war. Not meant for polite society. Carl had heard the trash talk about his kind a hundred times over, in a hundred different UTA ports. That was why he had been on the run, had kept a low profile, had been hiding when Colonel Forrest and the Pillarmen had found him.

      And that was why he had no choice but to do what she said to do.

      “Terran!”

      Carl skidded around a corner as someone shouted at him.

      No, not someone—something!

      He had run into a square alcove of storage crates. Standing right there in the middle of the space before him was a figure, already with its rotary arm raised straight at him. Its shoulders, chest, arms, and legs covered in thick, gray metal-scale plates . . .

      The Fomorian!

      Carl slipped on one foot, caught in surprise and shock as he shot his hands out, one to protect his face, one to knock aside the Fomorian’s own firing arm—

      He didn’t have any weapons! Why am I not carrying? How did it get here?! Carl’s thoughts were a jumble as he felt his wrist connect with the Fomorian’s own. There was a thump of pain along his wrist and suddenly the resistance vanished. His duck send him crashing into the opposite wall of boxes, the Fomorian’s metal hand winging through the air to bounce uselessly against the other side of the crates.

      Huh? Carl’s heart was hammering in his chest as he looked up at the form of the Fomorian, still standing there with its now handless arm continuing to point straight out. It still stared in an armored glare at the opening he had just run out of.

      “You frack-damned . . .” Carl started to swear as he noticed the funny silvery-gray paint on the thing’s scale plates. It wasn’t metal at all. It wasn’t even a living thing, was it? It was a replica of the hybrid soldier that had attacked him and Specialist Tucker on the secret Palacian base on Teilhard.

      Carl growled as he pushed himself up on his feet and could clearly see the hole in the Fomorian’s wrist showing a wire sculpture behind it. Had they put this right here just to mess with him?

      “EXERCISE OVER”

      There was a sudden blare of an alarm from somewhere above him, and Carl heard the curiously flat human-robot voice announcing the end of what he hadn’t even realized was an exercise. More of the bright, yellow triangles started to point in the direction of the way out of the cargo maze.

      “Y’know, they could have let a guy know,” Carl was grumbling and wheezing to himself. He lurched out of the cargo labyrinth to the far side of the upper hold. He found Specialist Mendiata there in the wide space before the large bulkhead doors. She had already completed her own run and was stretching against the metal girder walls.

      “They surprised the crap out of you, too, right?” Mendiata said with a drawl that was somewhere between a groan and a laugh. “I almost had a heart attack!”

      “Yeah.” Carl was noncommittal as he dropped the weighted vest he had been wearing and started to run through the same stretches as Mendiata was. There was something about this whole setup that he wasn’t comfortable with. The not knowing. The guessing at what was expected of him. That was not how they had done things in the infantry at all. Carl wondered if a part of him, despite every word that he griped and complained about the UTA Corps, had become accustomed to that regulation life. It was, after all, a good way to know precisely who you were and what you were supposed to be doing at any moment.

      “Huh.” Mendiata sounded bemused beside him, and Carl shot her a wary look.

      “What?” he asked between his groans at his own terrible state of physical health.

      “Nothing.” Mendiata shrugged as she swiveled on her hips, turning first to one side and then the other to stretch her laterals. “I just thought you WarDogs were super soldiers or something. But if you pardon me saying so, your condition is sh—”

      “Yeah, I get it!” Carl snapped back, feeling the pull of his muscles and the many smaller injuries of freshly rewoven and healed skin. “It’s not like that though. The WarDog program, it doesn’t make you . . .” Carl suddenly thought of the Fomorian again and shuddered. “Unstoppable.”

      “Clearly,” Mendiata was saying as she collapsed against the wall, taking up one of the water bottles already stored there before throwing him the other. “What does it do then? I was led to believe all you Dogs were downright fierce! Every one I met before . . .” Her voice trailed off suddenly, as she looked into the middle distance between them.

      Yeah, you would think that about us. Carl glowered at her for a second before sighing abruptly. He turned to thump his back against the bulkhead and glugged the H2O.

      After all, it was the Pillarmen just like Mendiata here, as well as Tucker and Abrams, who were tasked with dragging the ex-Dogs off the streets and either putting them down or taking them to rehabilitation. One of the many jobs of the Special Ops UTA units . . .

      “Look,” Carl said after a few seconds of awkward silence. “Those others—like me—that you’ve seen before? They are men and women at the end of their luck and the end of their tether, strung out because they’re not getting the Neuroxenaline compound our physiology depends on,” he explained, feeling the lump of bitterness in the back of his throat.

      What did they do to me?! What did they DO?!

      Carl breathed through these old questions. He had learned to live with them years ago. Or so he had believed. No good feeling that again. He had volunteered to be a Dog, after all. After seeing how the Palacians had chewed up his friends in the battlefield.

      “That’s why us Dogs are considered a danger and are sent to Rehab,” Carl said bitterly. “Now that I’m here on the Abelard, I’m getting my regular maintenance doses, so I’m not prone to frenzies or rages at all.”

      “But,” Mendiata broke in, accepting everything he was saying with no more than a casual nod, “that super strength you are supposed to have? Your reflexes? Sorry, but from the look of you right now, I would not peg you for an elite, close-combat soldier.”

      That was a long time ago . . . Carl could have shot back but didn’t. What good would it do to explain to her and the others that this wasn’t how it worked? That the lab-grown, designer lymph glands implanted throughout his body were capable of delivering the new chemical compounds that made him all of those things she had mentioned: faster, stronger, more resistant to pain . . .

      All of that biology needed triggers. It needed either emotional triggers or military ones—it was a process that Carl didn’t quite understand himself. He knew that when he was deeply upset or caught up in something, then he was more likely to feel that wash of euphoria, of battle joy, and would be capable of the abilities that had made him loved by the United Terran strategists back in the war—and hated ever since.

      How could he explain that he didn’t know how to control it himself? And that sometimes, he could be just thinking about the past or about nothing much when he would start to feel his body tremble with suppressed rage . . .

      “It’s not rage, boy—it’s energy. Stop thinking of it like anger. Think of it as fuel!” The words of Captain Heymeyer, his old CO, flooded back to him. But Heymeyer was gone, too, wasn’t he? Just like the war, and Jadakar, and Fodova, and the others—Heymeyer was in some alien dirt. Classified and unknown . . .

      “Yeah,” Carl settled for, instead of explaining all of this to the specialist beside him. “I guess I’m just out of practice.”

      BREAK OVER!

      The hidden human-robot announcer sounded once more.

      PROCEED TO NEXT TRAINING EXERCISE!
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        * * *

      

      Not every Pillarmen training exercise is about combat, Carl realized as he and Mendiata followed the once-again flashing yellow arrows. This time, the arrows led to the lower hold engine transect, a suite of low-ceilinged, small rooms with tracks running across the floors where various parts of reactor or fuel units could be unpacked or reloaded.

      And air lock doors, Carl saw, coming to the end of his jog behind Mendiata. They weren’t going to be alone on this mission.

      There, in the room ahead of them, were Lieutenant Abrams and Technical Specialist Tucker. Both of them had already suited up in their personal defense combat suits, and they were clearly about to disembark the Abelard itself.

      “What’s the exercise?” Mendiata asked as she panted, hurriedly heading for the suit cabinet that Abrams was banging on. It unlatched and revealed the combat suits hanging there.

      “Spacewalk. Emergency repair exercise,” Lieutenant Abrams said abruptly. The space over the air lock door was continuously flashing three amber lights, signaling ready for pressurization or decompression any moment.

      “No time for questions?” Carl said as Abrams banged the next cabinet for his own suit to be revealed.

      “Nope. Forrest wants our wits sharp,” Abrams said. He was already turning to select equipment, apparently at random. Carl, however, recognized arc welders, clamps, bolt cutters . . .

      Wits sharp? Carl thought as he struggled into his suit. He stripped down the weighted vest he had been running in and pulled on the undersuit first, zipping it up before grabbing the utility belt.

      It sounds like the Pillarmen prefer that no one know what the frack is going on! Carl grumbled to himself, securing the belt and strapping in the lower-leg grieves and boots before pulling on the chest harness.

      “Here.” Tucker was at his side with Carl’s shoulder units that snicked into place with a smooth, magnetic click.

      “This isn’t a firing mission? No weapons?” Carl asked, just in case.

      “That’s not what my orders state.” Abrams shook his head, moving to the air lock door. “Prepare for disembark in twenty!”

      Dammit! Carl moved double time to get his helmet in place and accept the bits of equipment that Mendiata and Tucker were strapping to his utility belt.

      “I’ve never patched up a ship before!” Carl said over the comms, for this to be relayed to the other members of Team One on their shared channel.

      “Welcome to the Pillarmen, infantry,” Mendiata said with her wry drawl, seizing the overhead ceiling handles as Abrams pulled the door release. This caused the room they were inside to seal and then depressurize.

      “Team One, deploy!”
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      Between Frontier Systems 8 and 9

      

      Elsewhere, and many, many light years away, something was happening in the dark.

      A sea of dark rocks glinted and turned in the night of space, moving according to their own celestial geometric patterns and physical forces that were millennia old. This part of space was nominally contested and frontier but was in reality mostly abandoned by both the United Terran Alliance and the Palacians.

      Sitting as it did between two systems with actual planets, this patch of space was really just a slow-moving stream of asteroids caught in a near-dead pool between the two orbiting systems, and even its rocks were mostly ice—and nothing particularly rich or interesting enough for either side to mine.

      So, no great wars had been fought here in the past. This little rock field between Frontier System 8 and 9 did not play an integral part in the previous Terran-Palace Hostilities.

      No. Its time was coming, though.

      The fact that Frontier Systems 8 and 9 weren’t adjacent to particularly important worlds on either side of the UTA and Palace territories also meant that this was the perfect place for the Palacians to begin.

      It started like this. A singular, flashing red light moved through the dark over the asteroids. As it moved closer, any potential viewer could see that it belonged to a truly ancient United Terran satellite. A three-solar-winged sensor satellite that, due to the backspace territory it was assigned to watch over, had never been upgraded to the newer generation of UTA spy satellites.

      Which was precisely what the Palacians had been banking on, as there was a barely imperceptible flash among the rocks of the asteroid belt.

      This sudden event was registered by the outdated UTA satellite, of course—and the three-winged automation started to turn, but it was already too late.

      The Palacians had been planning this attack for months. Seasons. Light years. From the time even before they had begun their Fomorian Brigade program, they had put these plans slowly into place, sending these hunter-killer drones off into the contested frontier regions of space between their territories using slow drives, not the faster EF ones.

      No one used the slow drives anymore, as they increased your journey time at least fivefold. So, the UTA weren’t even looking for slow-moving objects anymore, and when the Palacian hunter drones fired their accelerators over the asteroid field, they had already spent nearly two years traveling at a snail’s crawl through space.

      The satellite scanned the approaching unit and identified it as Palace tech. But before it could fire off the accompanying warning signal to the nearest UTA command relay, the Palacian hunter drones hit, bursting apart at the last moment so that they struck the UTA satellite with the widest spread, obliterating it into a thousand fragments that scattered across the asteroid field.

      If anyone scanned this sector of space, it would appear that the UTA satellite had malfunctioned and had drifted too close to the rocks in its dilapidated, ancient way before meeting its inevitable fate.

      They wouldn’t expect it to be the work of the Palacians as they widened their bridgehead, making ready for their attack.
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      “Whoa!” Carl felt his legs suddenly pull out from underneath him as there was a blast of pressure through the small room. He’d experienced what the soldiers used to call “live” depressurization events before—meaning they’d blow the air lock door seals before the room was at net zero pressure, resulting in an expulsion of oxygen and natural gases (and soldiers, if they weren’t careful!)—but never with as much remaining atmosphere as the Pillarmen did now.

      “Easy, infantry.” Mendiata was thumping into his back, one hand hanging onto the overhead handles as the other clamped around his body. All four of Pillarman Team One rose in the vacuum towards the opening air lock door.

      “Good! Ready for spacewalk!” Lieutenant Abrams was saying, “walking” his hands along the bars overhead until he was right at the lip of the air lock. Behind him, Tucker had pulled a steel line from Abrams’ utility belt and attached it to his own. He threw a thumbs-up signal to Abrams.

      “What am I supposed to do?!” Sebastian hissed to Mendiata, forgetting that they all shared a public broadcast channel.

      “Wire safety line, here!” Tucker pulled the silvered hook from the end of his own utility belt. Sebastian realized that he was supposed to seize it and attach it to his own belt. Behind him, Mendiata did the same from his to hers.

      “Move out!” the lieutenant was calling, for small thrusters to fire at his belt. He swung out into the void, taking Tucker with him.

      “Wait—these suits have thrusters?” Carl shook his head and then he, too, was pulled along by just the minimal force, following the line of Pillarmen soldiers as they turned onto the hull of the UTA Abelard.

      “How long since you been in a personal combat suit, Sebastian?!” Mendiata was almost laughing at him. “Right fist. Access pad on the inside of your index finger.”

      The four service personnel were now skating just over the surface of the Abelard, for the entire vessel to stretch out both before and behind them like a curved racetrack. Up this close, Carl could see the many dents and scars made by passing space dust and junk that had scratched the hull—and also the many strange embankments and depressions of Special Ops weapons or comms modules. Carl found the touch-sensitive pad on his gloves and pressed firmly.

      
        
        Personal Combat Suit 04 MAIN MENU

        Team One / SEBASTIAN, Carl (Cpl)

        Suit Sensors . . . Active

        Suit Fuel Cells . . . 99.8%

        Suit Thruster System . . . Active.

      

      

      Carl realized that he could scroll down a list of available commands for his suit, and yes, these new personal combat suits were far more advanced than the ones that he had worn just five years ago. Maybe it was the high level of tech that was given to the Pillarmen, or maybe times really had changed since he had been in the Three World Offensive.

      
        
        Thruster Fuel Injection . . . 50/50.

      

      

      The WarDog’s fingers hovered over the commands, and that was all it took for a hologrammatic dial to appear on the inside of his visor. It twitched under his hands.

      “No, wait—” Carl was saying. Suddenly, he felt himself surging to the right, and the thrusters at his hip fired a deep cherry red.

      “Stop!” Abrams thundered as the line was dragged out of order, now with Carl at the apex of a short-winged V and tumbling over, hitting the hull. Out of control, Carl dragged them towards the rounded edge of the Abelard and the sweep of stars beyond . . .

      “Close fist, close fist to cut it off!” Mendiata was shouting, reaching for Carl, but the metal lines between them were spooling out as they extended. Now there were almost six feet between Carl and Specialist Mendiata on one side and Tucker on the other . . .

      “Grah!” He heard Abrams growl in an effort to make the line suddenly pull taut, and Carl was swinging out in an arc around the lieutenant. Mendiata swerved even more as Carl closed both fists for his own thrusters to snap off suddenly. But that didn’t stop him from continuing his curve back towards the hull of the Abelard, smashing into it a second before Mendiata did.

      “Stars DAMN it!” Mendiata shouted as she thumped against the hull and rebounded. Carl scrabbled uselessly until he felt himself being pulled in tighter to the hull where he could connect his boots to the metal and hug one of the handlebars there. Lieutenant Abrams had clipped himself onto one of the handlebars and used himself as a pivot to stop Carl from rocketing his team into space, and Carl realized that he must have braced all three of them against his own body on the end of the line.

      “And that is why we don’t do things unless I tell you to!” Abrams snarled at him. “Now get up! We’re supposed to be doing a repair exercise at Hull Section 34!”

      “Sorry, sir—it won’t happen again,” Carl was saying as he wobbled in the zero-G to his feet, and—very carefully—used his suit controls to isolate the magnet clamps on his feet. With two smooth and mechanical judders, he felt the simple magnet system connecting as he stamped down on the hull of the Abelard. The slight magnetic force was all that it needed to make sure that he didn’t float off.

      “Fore of the ship!” Abrams called, picking his feet up as he took great, lunging strides up towards the main body of the Special Ops vessel.

      Where’s the damage?! Carl thought, then realized that he was being somewhat stupid since this was a training exercise, and of course, there was no actual damage to the Abelard.

      
        
        Approaching Target Site . . .

      

      

      The digital display on the inside of his visor lit up as they approached Hull Section 34—which to Carl looked pretty much exactly like Hull Section 33 or Hull Section 35. This section was another slightly curving expanse of black-and-gray hull metals, with the ridges of external bulkhead girders and the occasional octagonal port in place here or there. The only difference was on their digital overlay, which had illuminated a jigsaw section of the hull in warning oranges.

      Abrams was in front with Tucker behind, then Carl, then Mendiata bringing up the rear.

      “First panel!” the lieutenant called, pointing towards a brighter segment of digital overlay that blinked orange and red, orange and red.

      “Drivers.” Mendiata grabbed at Carl’s shoulder, pulling from her own tool belt as she showed him the small, handheld drill, which they would use to release the first section of the supposedly damaged hull plate.

      
        
        Alert!

      

      

      Carl had detached the drill and was turning back towards the section when he saw a sudden flash. The entire three-foot-square panel burst upwards from the surface of the Abelard and took Abrams with it.

      “Lieutenant!”

      Carl heard Tucker shout as the man was flung into the vacuum of space, the metal wire between Tucker and him looping and pulling taught as Tucker started to rise too . . .

      The panel underfoot seemed to have blown from the surface of the hull, and Carl saw gasses still escaping from the gap it had left. Is this a part of the exercise or is it a REAL repair emergency?!

      Carl felt the line start to pull against him as Tucker, too, was lifted into the vacuum.

      “Brace! Pillar Team One, brace!” Despite the fact that their senior officer was currently turning over and over in space, he still had the wherewithal to shout commands as he was flung, arms out, twisting first one way and then jackknifing the other. He fired microbursts from his suit thrusters, bringing him back towards Tucker before the entire line could be pulled from the surface of the ship.

      Carl crouched, grabbing onto the nearest bulkhead with one gloved hand as he felt the line between him and Tucker pull tight. Even with the magnet clamps of his boots, he was still dragged forward down the hull a few feet, until suddenly the tension in the line reached its maximum.

      “Good! Hold as we pull back in!” Abrams was saying, starting to pull himself back towards Tucker.

      
        
        Alert!

      

      

      As all of a sudden, there was another burst of steam or microexplosives as another panel abruptly ejected itself from the surface of the Abelard . . . Carl felt his heart pound as his eyesight sharpened . . .

      Finally, his strange chemicals and hormones were kicking in, and time itself appeared to slow.

      He could see the hull plate, about three feet square in all directions, tumbling and spinning fast from the surface of the Abelard—and watched as it sheared straight through the line between him and Tucker up ahead.

      “Impact!” he heard Technical Specialist Tucker shouting while he and Abrams were floating and rolling free into the vacuum over the ship, rapidly getting further and further away.

      “Dammit!” He heard Mendiata shouting behind him as another panel launched itself into the sky from a little ways away.

      “Abrams, Tucker—you okay?!” Mendiata was shouting up at them. Meanwhile, the shared suit channel was filled with the gasps and grunts of effort.

      “Tucker’s suit thruster is out but keep on the mission!” Carl heard Abrams saying, even though they were already so far away, they each appeared the size of a football as they spun.

      “Mendiata!” Carl called out in alarm. This was insane! Why under the stars would the Pillarmen start blowing their own service personnel into space?!

      “You heard the CO, infantry!” Mendiata growled, grabbing one of the bulkhead railings and throwing herself forward, leap frogging ahead of him to the original missing panel site. “Keep on the mission. Follow orders!”

      Was that what this was about? Sebastian growled to himself. He copied Mendiata a little awkwardly, but he arrived at the same place just as she did. There was a pause in the exploding hull plates, and he could hear the worried chatter from the other two teammates as they struggled to coordinate their flight back to the Abelard.

      “Here, look . . .” Mendiata was pointing at the three-foot-wide square hole in the hull before them, which showed about a foot of space between the outer and inner hulls. The corners of these panels had some sort of fused and slagged patch of white.

      “Explosive charges?” Carl called out. “What is this—sabotage?!”

      Mendiata breathed hard through her nose. “That doesn’t matter right now! We remedy the problem. Ask questions later!” she demanded of him, as Carl looked again.

      How can they fix that?! he was wondering, once again looking at the melted patches of white.

      Which each had two wires snaking out of them, linking them up in a daisy-chain fashion, and descending into gears and mechanical boxes between the hulls.

      “What’s that? Charge wires?” Carl pointed.

      Mendiata blinked, followed his eyes. “I got it. You’re right. These charges must be feeding from there.” She leaned in, pulling herself almost entirely into the hole as she looked.

      There was clearly a reason why she was the demolitions specialist, Carl thought as she flashed him a victorious smile. “It’s a simple charging wire, stealing power from the outer pressurization sensors. Look, the wires are going from here to the other ones, see?” She gingerly poked the two wires that ran from this collection of sensor boxes and into the darkness between the hulls.

      “If we disconnect the local sensor array, it’ll stop the charge wires from having power, and no power to the explosives,” Mendiata said, reaching to her belt for some other specialist toolset.

      
        
        Alert!

      

      

      Just as there was another sudden flash. The adjacent panel to hers had clearly been booby-trapped as well—and it had exploded out from the surface of the Abelard, taking the specialist with it.

      “Mendiata!” Carl reached for the line between them as it was pulled taut—and then the hook attaching her to him snapped.

      “Frack-damn, stars-bleeding!” Carl swore as he reacted, feeling the surge of chemicals run through him in the heat of the moment.

      He didn’t hesitate. He crouched and leapt from the hull of the Abelard after Mendiata, stretching out his arms and hands towards her—but the specialist was spinning wildly, still clutching onto the slightly curved panel as she struggled to pull herself together . . . Carl saw her spinning head over heels, spinning fast.

      She’s traveling quicker than I am, Carl realized. He had to find a way to accelerate, and the only way that he knew how to do that was the suit thrusters that he—as yet—still had no experience with.

      It’s easy. Just physics, he told himself as he flickered his hands open, and the digital menu display scrolled down his screen. Ahead of him, Mendiata continued to grow smaller and smaller.

      
        
        Thruster Fuel Injection . . . 50/50.

      

      

      There. He found the menu and dialed the injection up. Presumably, more fuel injection meant go faster, right?

      
        
        75/25.

      

      

      Carl had been rising on an almost straight path, so when the two small, mounted thrusters at his belt instantly flared a brilliant green and white, he found himself rocketing forwards towards the form of the spinning specialist.

      But he was going to miss her by a couple of yards or more, it looked like. Now he was the one who was traveling way too fast.

      In a heartbeat, Carl tried to copy what he had seen Abrams do—spreading an arm out and turning his hip in a movement that should have caused him to change direction.

      It worked, and immediately Sebastian was smashing into the form of Specialist Mendiata, wrapping his arms around her as they both spun through space.

      “Wha—? What are you doing?! Get off me!” Mendiata was shouting back at him, struggling against his life-saving embrace.

      “Don’t panic!” Sebastian called. “I’ve got you. You’re going to be fine.”

      Specialist Mendiata apparently didn’t see it in the same light. “You idiot!” she was shouting back at him.

      There were alarm lights flashing across Carl’s visor. What’s wrong now? What else has happened?! he was thinking as their spinning slowed. Carl’s suit display flashed up the words:

      
        
        MISSION FAILED! THE ABELARD IS DESTROYED.
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      Their home ship wasn’t actually destroyed or even damaged in any way whatsoever, Carl was quick to point out to his fellow teammates as they made their way to the emergency debrief.

      In fact, all evidence went to the contrary: the UTA Abelard had been entirely fine and had survived the training mission much better than Team One had done, clearly.

      As soon as the message had flared up on the suit visor screens, all of the exploding outer panels from the Pillarmen ship had stopped, and a raft of actual repair drones, spiderlike in their composition, had been deployed to recover both missing panels and personnel before returning them to their air lock.

      “All I’m saying,” Carl was at pains to point out to the sullen stalk of Mendiata in front of him, “that was one messed-up training mission. Who damages their own ship for the good of training?!”

      It sounded like something the Navy might do, Carl thought with a trace of dejected scorn.

      “Gentlemen, women,” they were greeted in the main hold by the stern voice of Colonel Forrest, already standing at ease before a drop-down screen.

      “Colonel, ma’am!” Abrams was the first to say while he instinctively led them into a line before her. Forrest regarded them all for a tense moment before nodding that their salutes were acceptable.

      “At ease,” she said, her voice the sonic equivalent of a frown. “You failed your recent mission, and while investigating repairs, you failed to counter the attacks of unknown saboteurs . . . and brought your home ship to its destruction in the process,” she said severely to them, letting that sink in for a moment.

      Well, only in fantasyland, Carl thought internally.

      “That is not what I would have expected,” Forrest stated clearly, her tone in that pre-yelling lull that Carl remembered from his own not-missed-at-all days in boot camp.

      “In fact, what I expect . . .” Forrest’s voice started to rise. Even for a small woman, she had the knack of every commanding officer that Carl had ever met: she was able to project into god-of-thunder mode at a moment’s notice.

      “Is for my Pillarmen to succeed! ALWAYS!” The colonel took a breath, and when her voice returned, it was deadly cold and serious. “You have let me down, you have let your ship down, and you have let yourselves down . . .”

      “And no guessing who did that,” Mendiata said under her breath as she shot Carl a dark look.

      “Mendiata!” Forrest turned her full, Gorgonlike attention to her. “Do you have something to contribute? Did I say this was a friendly Q & A?!”

      “No, ma’am,” Mendiata shouted back.

      “That’s right. Down and thirty! Now!” Forrest demanded, for the specialist to once again shoot Carl a dark look as she dropped to the floor and started doing push-ups as Forrest carried on.

      “You cannot always expect to know the parameters of any operation, and you must have the abilities to dominate the problem. To think with agility. To react creatively to unknown threats,” she was saying, which were all things that Carl could agree with, to be honest—but he still regarded the situation as ridiculous.

      Why would we EXPECT there to be a saboteur on the Abelard on a training mission? he asked himself. This was unreasonable.

      “Sebastian!” Forrest had turned to shout at him now. “Step forward.”

      Dammit.

      “Yes—” he started to say as he stepped up.

      “Shut it, Sebastian!” Forrest demanded of him. “Specialist Mendiata has a point, after all. You were told by your superior officer to keep on the mission, and you failed to do so. All you had to do was to reach in and pull some wire—and instead you went after Specialist Mendiata.”

      “I was trying to save her, ma’am—” Carl blurted out. Maybe it was the fact that he had been out of the military for so long that made him assume that his opinion was actually valid or asked for.

      “I don’t give a rat’s fart what you thought you were trying to do, soldier!” the colonel stated, stepping up to him. “The fact of the matter is that you caused your entire unit to fail the mission by acting on your own wishes rather than your orders. Do you think that the life of one crew member is worth that of the entire Abelard?”

      Carl had the wisdom to hesitate. He was remembering how this went.

      “No. It doesn’t,” Forrest filled in for him, turning to nod at the lieutenant. “Abrams?”

      “Yes, ma’am!” Abrams stepped forward. “No pillar stands alone, ma’am!” he shouted as if reciting some mantra.

      “Exactly.” Forrest turned back to Sebastian to say in a quiet voice as Mendiata finished her thirty and climbed back to her feet, only slightly out of breath. “No pillar stands alone,” the colonel repeated. “That is the founding tenet of our service. We are the pillars that hold up the Terran Alliance, and in turn, we are held up by each other. No individual life is worth more than the others, and no one person’s beliefs, wishes, or assumptions count for anything if they go against the whole. We do all we can, and if more is required, then we gladly give it. Together or none. We all act as one, do you understand, soldier?!” Forrest finished by shouting into his face.

      It was all a test, wasn’t it? Carl thought, trying to keep the glare from his features. He hadn’t even wanted to be commandeered here to these people—but he had no choice. Either this or disappear forever into some black site, never to be seen again . . .

      Was everything that I did today a test? Carl’s thoughts flashed to the fiberglass Fomorian on his morning exercise, and now this “repair mission” too. Were they testing him to see if a WarDog like him was worthy of serving amongst the Pillarmen?

      The soldier felt that old spark of rage somewhere between gut and sternum. He felt his blood start to pound, and very rapidly, his hearing, his eyesight, and even his smell became clearer. He was mad, and his body was releasing the hormones and chemicals that would help him to fight.

      “Well, infantry?” Forrest demanded once more, adding his old designation as a sort of a slur at the end. “Can we trust you to follow orders?!”

      Keep it together. Carl forced himself to breathe, just as the long-dead Captain Heymeyer had taught him to do. Breathe in, two, three . . . Out, two, three . . .

      “Corporal?!” Forrest took a step almost right into his face, and Carl saw his vision actually start to pulse with rage. He forced the anger down, back into his gut.

      “You can trust me, ma’am!” he said through a thick and guttural voice. Some instinct made him add, just as Abrams had, “No pillar stands alone, Colonel.”

      Forrest held his gaze for a moment longer, her eyes questioning his as Carl felt her assessing him, judging him. He once again had to seize onto his rising temper and throttle it quickly. He didn’t want to be sent to rehabilitation. He didn’t want to be disappeared.

      “Good,” Forrest said in a softer voice as she abruptly stepped back from the WarDog’s face, and tension drained out of her and the room itself.

      “You have let me down today, Team One,” she said seriously, “and I suggest you take what time you have to examine yourselves for that and do better—because we have been activated and deployed. And in twenty-seven hours, we will be arriving at Harmony.”

      Harmony?! Carl shivered as he felt a tremor run through the length of him when the word hit his ears. No. A curl twitched his upper lip.

      “The Palacians have been asked by our senate to explain their actions on Teilhard, including invasion of the contested treaty world, attacks against UTA personnel, and their creation of this Fomorian Brigade.” Forrest said the words grimly. “The Palacians have agreed to the talks, but that does not mean that they can be trusted, or that they still won’t make a grab for the frontier worlds. You will be going to Harmony as a part of the defense team for our negotiators, understood?”

      No, Carl was thinking, even as everyone answered, “Yes, ma’am!”

      No, he really didn’t understand why he would ever have to go to Harmony again.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Extract: UTA World Database

        United Terran Alliance Encyclopedia of All Worlds,

        Courtesy of Stellographica Institute.

      

        

      
        ENTRY: Harmony

        CLASSIFICATION: Earth Type

        SIZE: Earth -1 ATMOSPHERE: Breathable (Assisted)

        GRAVITY RATING: 3/5ths Earth Normal

      

        

      
        SYSTEM:

        Frontier, Special Uncontested.

      

        

      
        JURISDICTION:

        Peace-treaty world, joint ownership United Terran Alliance, Kingdom of Palace.

      

      

      NOTABLE FEATURES:

      Harmony was renamed at the end of the Terran-Palacian Hostilities in honor of its new status as the first joint-ownership world between the UTA and Palacian territories. Previously, it had been designated Frontier World 3, and was one of the three worlds in the famous (and devastating) Three World Offensive at the start of the Hostilities.

      As such, Harmony was one of the first worlds to see war and became an early locus for an ongoing and protracted conflict that stretched over seven years. Although early survey results (pre-Hostilities) claim that Harmony was once perfect for human habitation, the wartime actions of both sides made most of the planet’s surface uninhabitable. Recent reforestation and regeneration attempts (joint UTA and Palacian funded) are seeking to remediate some of the damage, with the hopes of turning Harmony into a symbol for peace.

      Orbiting the planet (which remains off limits to civilians) is Harmony-1, a space station dedicated to the pursuit of peaceful dialogue between the Terrans and the Palacians.
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      “It’s a bodyguarding operation. It’ll be boring as all heck,” Abrams offered his opinion as they stood in the main hold of the Abelard some many hours later as they approached their destination. The Pillarmen and WarDog were fully suited once again, after spending the previous hours resting, eating, and training some more.

      And there she is. Carl leaned against one of the wall pillars a little heavily, one hand holding onto the handlebars dotted liberally from the walls. He regarded the large screen that hung over the air lock doors before them. He kept his opinions to himself, partly because he could still feel the angry tension directed his way from Mendiata at the results of their recent training, and mostly because he didn’t want to let on to the others what he felt about this operation.

      “Yeah. Probably just making sure some diplomat doesn’t manage to get himself killed falling out of an air lock,” Mendiata agreed with a snicker.

      Carl knew that this derisive banter was a part of it. At the end of the day, these Pillarmen were still troops. He shifted in his slouch and tried to breathe a little deeper. Carl realized he had never met one service personnel who didn’t have some sort of personal ritual to make themselves feel brave and fearless and capable before deployment. Talking trash about their op was probably what Team One did, he figured.

      He just wished that he could afford himself the same luxury. The WarDog winced, looking at the display of the planet looming larger and larger in their screen. He felt himself tremble with a suppressed rage.

      Harmony was a bright orb of a planet. They were approaching on the starlit side—and the darker patches across the largest of the landmasses were clearly visible to everyone.

      “You see that? That’s where they nuked it, isn’t it?” Mendiata nodded up at the image of the world before them. “After all these years, the place is still totaled.”

      You’d better believe it, Carl thought. And it wasn’t just nukes. It was also bombs. And super-massive “Fat Guy” solid-fuel explosives too—as well as a whole host of air blasts, sonic waves, and, contrary to public knowledge, a large amount of chemical agents as well. Carl knew that there were places down there on Harmony dirt that no human would be able to step out onto for another thousand years or more. Maybe ten thousand years—and some places where the only things that would grow would probably be the stubborn, mutated children of cockroaches.

      “A perfect symbol for peace!” Abrams said loudly, causing a rough chuckle between him and Mendiata. Technical Specialist Tucker, Carl noted, was his usual moody and reserved self.

      The thing is . . . Carl felt his hands trembling a little where he forced them to grind out their frustrations against the handlebars.

      The thing was that he remembered what Harmony had been like when it had just been called Frontier World 3 and before the war had dressed it with smog and battle ashes. Carl remembered the very first time that he had looked up from an air lock not so different from this one, alongside his brothers and sisters in the 6th Division UTA Infantry, all of them with just one engagement under their belt and still with the shield of youthful arrogance.

      “Holy stars!” Carl remembered someone whooping from the past in a room full of the jostle of military bodies, all waiting for deployment and trash talking their mission. Distantly, Carl wondered who the speaker had been. Corporal Ryan? Vousden? He couldn’t remember, but he remembered his friend, the large Corporal Jadakar, murmuring in response . . .

      “You see that, Sebastian? No wonder we don’t want the Palacians getting their grubby little hands on it. It looks like paradise . . .”

      Carl had looked up at the screen, pretty much as he was doing right now on the Abelard, and he remembered looking at a world that was pristine green and blue, like Old Earth, but better somehow. There were more island chains, and no large areas of dirt. There were thin ranges of white-topped mountains (all of Old Earth’s mountain ranges had lost their glaciers in the last century). Something about Frontier World 3 had looked like the sort of place that would be full of sunny beaches and hidden lakes and lush, wild meadows and warm days, end on end . . .

      Until, that was, the war had come to it.

      And had come to them, Carl thought in equal measure. The Three World Offensive was just one of the many different campaigns of the seven-year-long Terran-Palace Hostilities, but it was undoubtedly one of the harshest, as well as the longest. Harmony had only been one of the three “lynchpin” worlds whose natural resources, gravity, and atmosphere had made them initially desirable in the great expansion into frontier space. Based mostly on their positioning and symbolic importance to the war effort, by the time that the offensive was over, each of the three worlds was now no longer recognizable to any who had seen them before.

      “You know, I read somewhere that some ten thousand UTA and Palacian service personnel died there.” Tucker broke his silence behind them all.

      “Really? No lies, huh?” Abrams looked from Tucker to the gray and ruined Harmony looming ever larger ahead of them.

      “Apparently, they couldn’t recover all the bodies,” the technical specialist said. “So, large parts of Harmony could still be considered a graveyard.”

      There was a moment of silence from the Pillarmen at that, which made Carl feel slightly better about their talk. It’s not just in the soil though, he thought. There would be particles that used to be Terran and Palacian all mixed up in the air, in the water. Maybe even in whatever life still grew down there. As far as Carl was concerned, the whole place was a graveyard.

      “It was more,” Carl said quietly. “More than ten thousand.”

      The lieutenant looked at him sharply, but before any of them could say anything to the Dog in their midst, there was an alert blip above the screen. A dark shape eclipsed in front of the planet, growing larger and larger before the light of the system’s sun flared across its silver-and-glass walls.

      “ATTENTION TEAM ONE. APPROACHING HARMONY-1. PREPARE FOR DISEMBARK . . .”

      The internal Abelard loudspeaker system blared, and everyone straightened up a little. They had their operational orders already loaded up onto their suits, and they expected to be further live-action briefed as to what was expected of them as the negotiations went on.

      In front of them, the Harmony-1 station grew larger, turning itself from a satellite to an oval of metals and glass, almost the same shape and style as a closed lotus flower—but much squatter and broader. The station was a disk of white walls and long glass ovals that poured the reflected light of the star and the planet below down onto whatever was inside. The outer ring of Harmony-1 was given mostly over to two exactly opposite large junctions, with smaller docking ports beside them. One side for the Palace and the other for the UTA.

      And together, we will meet in the middle, Carl thought grimly, wondering momentarily at the perfect similarity between what was about to happen up here on the station and what had happened down there on the planet too—with the two sides landing on their respective, easy-to-reach sides and then making their way to the midpoints and equators, there to do battle.

      “Team One, ready!” Carl shook himself out of his reverie as he heard Lieutenant Abrams call them to action. There were smaller, subtle vibrations and reverberations running through the UTA Abelard as they drew closer—not to the main UTA port, but to one of the smaller side locks right next to it. There was already an impressive, grand, double-wedged shape of a UTA Cruiser—like two stacked scallop shelves atop each other and docked at the main entrance.

      Carl guessed that belonged to their own lead negotiator.

      “Systems check!” the lieutenant was calling. Carl ran through his suit check. Sensors were good. Air filtration was good. Reserve power was at full.

      Weapons were good.

      The screen went dark as they settled home against the dock, and Carl’s second operation with the Pillarmen began.
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      “Officer Havel?” Lieutenant Abrams stepped up to the heavyset man with a wavy shock of white hair and the blue-and-gold ceremonial sash that indicated that he was the Chief UTA Negotiator.

      “I’m Lieutenant Abrams,” the Pillarman said to him. “And this is your personal security team.”

      They stood in the UTA-only lounge of the Harmony-1, a large, rounded atrium with multiple corridors and between them, fake Renaissance paintings on the walls. Carl stood in line beside Tucker and Mendiata and wasn’t sure if they were supposed to salute this guy or not. None of them wore any insignia other than rank and a strip of UTA colors on their shoulders, Carl noted—no names and no unit designators.

      “I know who you are,” Negotiator Havel said with a gravelly voice that made Carl think of stages, acting, and elite clubs. “Or rather, I know the unit you belong to.” Carl frowned as a look of deep disgust crossed the negotiator’s features.

      What is his problem? Carl started to frown.

      “I have to tell you that I am not pleased that the UTA Military Council saw fit to attach your men to my office . . .”

      “And women,” Mendiata hissed to her teammates over their shared public channel but muted to the outside.

      “Sir?” Abrams was visibly startled. “I don’t quite understand—the Palacians attacked one of our own,” Abrams made the mistake of blurting out. “My team was there on Teilhard, and I have orders from my superior to keep you safe.”

      “And I from mine, Lieutenant!” Negotiator Havel frowned heavily at the much broader man. “I have been instructed by the senate itself to conduct these negotiations in the manner that I see fit, and I do not see that it is fit to have fully armored Special Ops personnel at my side when I question the Palacians!” Havel said vehemently before taking a breath.

      “However, as there is nothing that I can do about your presence here, the best I can ask you to do is to at least keep as low a profile as possible. You may escort me to the meeting chamber and nothing else!”

      Carl saw Abrams bristle at that, his shoulders flexing a little at the disregard accorded him by the chief negotiator—but at the end of the day, Havel himself had said it: they all had their orders, and there was nothing that they could do about it.

      “As you wish, sir,” Carl heard Abrams say in a tight voice before saluting very, very perfectly.

      Chief Negotiator Havel looked once more at the large lieutenant and then at the rest of the men around him before nodding to himself.

      “Follow me,” Havel said, turning to lead the way out of the atrium and into a wide corridor that appeared to run along the length of Harmony-1. Parts of the walls were given over to petal-shaped windows. One side looked down onto the planet below, while the other looked out onto the stars. Carl’s eyes slid to the starbound windows to avoid the patches of familiar ruin that he could see on the planet.

      The corridor led to another door at the end, toward which the steps of Chief Negotiator Havel were strong and strident.

      “Eyes sharp,” Abrams muttered to them all as they approached the final double set of doors. It opened before their retinue with a smooth, mechanical hiss.

      And a wave of fire followed it.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Alert! Alert!

      

      Carl’s suit was ringing with orange flashes as the brilliant blaze faded from his eyes.

      Where am I?

      Harmony.

      Not again, was his immediate first thought—before he remembered that it wasn’t Harmony, the planet, but Harmony-1, the station. There had been an explosion. An explosion right in the face of the very man that they were supposed to be protecting.

      “Chief Havel!” Carl heard Abrams shouting as the internal lights of the station dripped sparks down the walls. There was a terrible, mechanical judder and a grinding sound from somewhere nearby.

      “Who’s got eyes on the negotiator?!” Abrams was shouting again.

      Not me, Carl thought with a pained growl as he pushed himself up to his knees, looking forwards straight into a wall of smoke. There were bits of electronic equipment hanging from the walls and firing gobbets of sparks and liquid fire downward. There were at least two mangled bodies ahead of them. By their dress, Carl knew these had to be the aides that had accompanied the negotiator.

      What have they done? Carl was thinking as he scrambled, reaching for wherever his rifle was. What have the Palacians done?!

      “I’ve got him!” This was from Tucker, his form little more than a silhouette in the smoke as he was hunched over a smaller shape on the ground. “He’s down. Repeat: the chief negotiator is down.”

      We have to get a message back to command, Carl was thinking—although he knew that they were probably already monitoring everything that happened in here. At any moment, the colonel and the reserve team would be arriving, wouldn’t they? And there would be alerts broadcast to the nearest UTA military units.

      But what had happened? Carl was still struggling to work out what had caused so much damage. Was it sabotage? Explosives planted on the Harmony-1?!

      
        
        ATTENTION ALL PERSONNEL!

      

      

      Suddenly, the automated voice of a robotic woman sounded through the distraught corridor of the peace station. It was accompanied by a squeal of static and another grinding sound as the entire corridor unexpectedly lurched to the right.

      
        
        ALL VISITORS AND STAFF TO HARMONY-1 TO MAKE THEIR WAY TO ESCAPE PODS IMMEDIATELY. REPEAT: ALL VISITORS AND STAFF . . .

      

      

      Carl had managed to get to his feet now, which was harder than it seemed like it would be at first since the corridor was gradually turning onto its side, threatening to tip them all onto the walls and windows of the corridor.

      And there, filling the nearest window, was the blasted ruinscape of the planet Harmony. She was much larger in the viewer now, and very disturbingly—she was much closer too.

      We’re falling into the gravity well, Carl realized with a visceral sense of shock. This would be worse than any HALO jump. Worse than any explosion, he knew. With a ghoulish shiver of dread, Carl imagined the entire peace station falling out of the sky like a fiery comet, blazing through the skies of the alien world that he had once looked up from. It would look like a new sun.

      And an object this size would hit the planet like a doomsday weapon.

      “Team One, move out! We have to get off station!” The lieutenant was suddenly rising in the murk of the smokes where some part of the station nearby had to be on fire. Carl saw him grabbing Specialist Mendiata from the murk and shoving her back towards him.

      Get off the station? Carl thought. He felt the corridor ominously creak and twist underfoot once more, sliding him to the wall that was soon about to become a new floor . . .

      You don’t say, Lieutenant. The WarDog started to growl as anxiety ran through him, and activating inside of him, he felt the thrum of chemicals.

      “Here.” He seized Mendiata’s outstretched hand to stop her from falling over and was pulling her forward as Abrams turned back to get Tucker.

      “Specialist!” Abrams was shouting as Carl started to help Mendiata (who was snarling with pain, as something had happened to her ankle) back up the corridor towards the Terran Atrium.

      “The negotiator!” Carl heard Technical Specialist Tucker calling. “There might be evidence. The family will want his remains . . .”

      “Then they can come and pay their respects on Harmony when it’s all over!” Abrams snarled at him. “Get moving!”

      
        
        Alert!

      

      

      Just as there was a sudden burst of gunfire, and Carl heard Tucker and the lieutenant shout in pain.

      
        
        Enemy Contact!

      

      

      Carl’s suit blared at him.
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      “Abrams!” Mendiata, clutching onto Carl, was shouting. She turned back in the direction of the gunfire up the corridor that hit the doors between them and the UTA Atrium.

      Everything appeared to be moving in slow motion for Carl. His eyes saw the sparks as the bullets hit the door metal above, and he watched the cracks and chips of wall flying back towards him.

      This slowing down was what happened . . . just before.

      It was the prelude to the chemicals that would turn him from a regular soldier into a rage-filled killing machine.

      “Down!” Carl heard himself growl roughly. He pushed Mendiata a little more forcefully than he would have normally, had he not had the rising joys of battle running through his bloodstream. He was already turning, stepping in front of her to cover her body.

      To witness the shape of another figure rising through the smoke, a humanoid figure clad almost entirely in metal plates with a close helmet that appeared to be molded onto the person’s skull. A curious run of hornlike shapes spanned across his forehead. The figure swung their arm, and the forearm flared with light as the thin rotary-mounted barrel there spun.

      It was one of the Fomorian Brigade! Carl thought first.

      And then he thought Ow, as one of the Fomorian’s bullets hit him in the chest.

      
        
        Warning! Impact!

      

      

      Carl thought that the automated advisor on his personal combat suit was entirely stating the obvious as he was lifted from his feet and spun backwards, sailing over Mendiata’s head to hit the floor.

      No. Which had once been the wall, and the bullet cracked him against the glass of the petal windows and skidded him spread-eagled along it.

      “Contact! We got contact!” He could hear Abrams shouting and then the burst of heavy marine rifles in response to the Fomorian.

      But it wasn’t going to stop them, was it? Carl glanced down to see the rising burn of the planet racing towards them through the glass that he lay upon.

      Schnickt! Another crack ran swiftly from under his body to the edge of the window.

      Frack! Carl moved. His chest hurt, but he wasn’t gasping for air as he rolled off the window. The Fomorian’s bullet from their forearm-mounted rotary gun hadn’t managed to get through his suit’s breastplate. But if there were many more like that one, then Carl knew they probably would . . .

      “Take it down!” Carl heard Abrams shouting as he reached for his rifle, looking up—

      “Gurh!” Technical Specialist Tucker was flying backwards as the Fomorian shot out a fist and casually backhanded him up the corridor where Mendiata was desperately reaching to grab him.

      “Tucker! Tucker!” Specialist Mendiata was shouting.

      The new hybrid soldier had made it all seem so easy.

      Carl was in a crouch, lifting his rifle to take a shot.

      But Lieutenant Abrams was next up and already in the way. He couldn’t get a clean shot! Not that the WarDog thought that it would do much good. He had emptied two whole magazines into one of these things back on Teilhard, and although injured, it had still kept on coming.

      “Abrams—fall back!” he managed to shout. Just then, he saw the lieutenant smash his rifle over the thing’s head, pushing it back and reversing his rifle to fire at it. Such a point-blank range would have been the end of anyone, no matter what sort of combat suit they were wearing, Carl knew. He saw the Fomorian shudder and shake as they hit the wall (what had been the floor).

      And then rise and punch through the storm of bullets straight at Abrams.

      “Urgh!” The lieutenant was flung backwards up the corridor to slide along the floor next to where Tucker and Mendiata were.

      Leaving Carl as the next in line and with a clear line of fire.

      “Get back! Back to the door!” Carl was shouting. He pulled the trigger and threw the Fomorian into a storm of light as his bullets hit and ricocheted around them. Over the hybrid soldier’s shoulders, Carl could see the smoke of the explosion starting to settle, and beyond it was the blackened and ruined mess of the negotiation room. A distant part of him wondered if the Palacians had set the explosives before they had released their Fomorian or at the same time—trusting that the creature would just walk right through them?

      The Fomorian juddered and twitched under the fire of bullets but was still turning and moving forward with deadly, implacable footsteps. These bullets weren’t going to stop it. They hadn’t done so for the Fomorian that he had faced before, either.

      Carl had another idea . . . The Fomorian was still at least twenty-five feet away. He had to act fast. He had to act now.

      “Covering fire!” Carl shouted, knowing that at least Mendiata was still able to pull a trigger.

      “What?! What the frack are you going to do, Sebastian?!” he heard Mendiata hissing, but the fire of her bullets still streaked ahead of him, keeping the enemy busy as he diverted its attention away from . . .

      The petal window that the Fomorian was about to step onto.

      “Secure the others!” Carl shouted. “And keep on firing!”

      “What? How?!” Mendiata was shouting as Carl directed all of his remaining magazine to the petal window before the metal monster.

      Once again, feeling the slow motion of enhanced biology, Carl heard the dull thumps of bullets against the thickened, triple-plated, crystal glass, and for a heartbeat, he was sure that his plan was flawed and that he wouldn’t be able to shoot through it.

      But then there was a loud crack that filled his suit’s speakers, and he saw silvering fingers run through the pane of hardened glass. They crisscrossed across the backdrop of the tortured landscape of the rushing planet below, as if Harmony itself had cracked like fine china.

      The Fomorian, too, had seemingly noticed the sudden change in plan as Carl saw it look down between its own legs at the window before it.

      “Infantry! What the frack are you doing?!” Carl heard Mendiata shout. He kept firing, and the Fomorian took a lunging leap over the window, towards them.

      Crack!

      And then Carl’s bullets did their job as the glass of the peace station’s window suddenly broke and burst outwards, taking with it the air that was trapped inside the corridor along with them.

      “Frack!”

      He could hear Mendiata shout as all of a sudden, the men and women of Team One were inside a hurricane of escaping airs. Carl was dragged forward to the wall-floor and started to slide forwards more—but the Fomorian was gone, sucked out of the hole in the station that Carl Sebastian had caused . . .

      “Magnetize boots!” he heard Abrams shouting. The thought flashed through his mind that he was glad that the lieutenant was alive enough to think. He held onto one of the wall girders as he flickered through the digital controls of his suit.

      
        
        Magnet clamps . . . activated.

      

      

      Carl’s boots locked onto the wall of the station. Although the hurricane of escaping air was fierce, he was no longer about to be dragged into space alongside it. He turned awkwardly to see that Abrams and Mendiata were rising to their feet. They were partly shoving, partly carrying Technical Specialist Tucker between them.

      Where Tucker’s clear visor had been, there was now just a mask of blue sealant.

      “That thing smashed his mask. I had to seal it up or else he’d lose oxygen!” Mendiata snarled at everyone and no one as the lieutenant ordered them back to the door.

      “Come on! Back aboard the Abelard! Who knows if there are more of those things out there!” Abrams was snarling as he hit the door release. Another blast of atmosphere rolled over them—and the black-suited forms of fellow Pillarmen clanked towards them.

      “Straight in! Straight in!” they were shouting. “If we don’t disembark now, then we never will!”

      “Get to your webbing! Strap in!” The shouts of the nearest senior Pillarmen followed Carl and the others as they ran through the Abelard’s air locks to the nearest of the webbing deploy stations where they could strap themselves to the walls. Already, the Abelard was beginning to groan and shake as the carcass of the Harmony-1 started to drag them with it towards the planet.

      No. Carl gnashed his teeth, his thoughts tinged with the rising anger of a WarDog as he tried to push back at the fate that was welcoming him.

      To think that he had spent almost a year down there on Harmony dirt, struggling to stay alive while so many others just like him didn’t—and now, four years later, he would end up just as dead in that same old dirt.

      From the outside, the UTA Abelard appeared almost as long as the entire diameter of the disk of the Harmony-1, but of course, the Special Ops vessel was far thinner than the station. The Abelard was built for action and combat and not for the hundreds of guests and advisors that could be present at a negotiation.

      The world of Harmony, the parent world of this system, filled the space before everything. Smaller positional thrusters fired across the bottom of the station, desperate attempts to slow the drop—but it was a useless attempt. The edge of her sibling space station had already started to glow with the brilliant corona of light as she entered the upper mesosphere of the planet. There was no stopping what would happen to it now.

      What was happening to it, as panels were violently stripped from its sides and burned up in the upper atmosphere.

      Still attached, the UTA Abelard shook and juddered as the Harmony’s death race embraced them too.

      “The couplings are fused! We can’t unlock!” In the control bridge of the Pillarmen vessel, panic was starting to spread. Some accident of the explosion or the descent had stuck the UTA vessel and the space station together. Colonel Forrest growled.

      “Try again! I don’t care what you have to do—blow a damn hole in the side of the Harmony if it gets us free!”

      The officers of the Abelard did just that, swiveling and firing their rail cannons directly at the body and sides of the burning-up Harmony in an effort to break their connection. Artillery bullets that were designed for enemy vessels hit the delicate, white, and sculpted hulls of the Harmony-1, gouging holes the size of people and blowing out the rooms and apartments that were still pressurized.

      And the Pillarmen vessel suddenly jerked to one side, rolling so that everyone not strapped in was thrown to the floor. They had almost broken free. Only one jammed coupling remained, and now the corona of fire was engulfing them too.

      This was usually the point in any later recordings that the squeamish reached to their screens to turn them off, unwilling to watch the final, grisly end of so many people. With the edge of the Harmony-1 eclipsed with white and spilling pieces of itself behind it, and the rest of the two-part structure engulfed in green-and-purple plasma, this was the moment when escape became impossible.

      But Colonel Forrest was not a squeamish woman, and neither was she the type to ever give up on her ship.

      “Full power to main thrusters!” she roared, grabbing the flight handles. The other staff and officers on board her flight deck knew better than to question her orders.

      Well, it was also the fact that it was this or die. Someone had to have a plan, and everyone was eager right now to follow anything that would encourage them to all live.

      “Fire everything we’ve got, damn you!” Colonel Forrest threw the flight handles back towards her in a climb, as the rear propulsion engines of the UTA Abelard burned blue with every ounce of available power they had.

      The Abelard, for one awful moment, fought the Harmony-1 before it was all at once free-streaking across the curve of the upper atmosphere and fighting against the monstrous pull of the gravity.

      “C’mon, c’mon, just give me a little bit more . . .” Forrest was hissing to herself, to her ship, to the fates themselves as the Abelard rattled and shook, a wall of flaming plasma along its planetward side . . . before it slowly started to rise higher and higher into the dark stars above the planet of peace.

      Below them, when the burning white star that had been the Harmony-1 hit the surface of her parent planet, a light blossomed there like an alien flower. An expanding shock wave spread clear over an entire top fifth of the planet, and the mushroom cloud that it created bulbed from the surface of the planet like a blister.

      Ironically, the impact of the station dedicated to peace was in fact the largest and worst of the ammunitions that had fired against the world of Harmony, ever.
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      “Ladies and gentlemen, this is your commanding officer.”

      The words of Colonel Forrest met Carl Sebastian’s ears and those of the rest of Team One as they were making their way from the medical deck. They had recently had their injuries suffered on the Harmony-1 attended to by the hard-working and overworked UTA Medic team.

      Already, there was a line outside the medical deck as there were also Abelard staffers who hadn’t been webbed or strapped when the Harmony-1 had gone down. Carl and the others had been walking past a host of broken and sprained limbs and minor bruises suffered by their crew when the colonel’s words found them all.

      “Up ahead,” Carl heard Mendiata say, nodding to a place a little way beyond their corridor where it widened out to a midship rec and canteen room. There was already Lieutenant Abrams, Tucker, and an off-shift engineer waiting in there and looking up at the screen.

      “What is it?” Carl hissed as he joined them.

      “Shh!” This from Lieutenant Abrams. “This is a shipwide broadcast. Whatever it is, it’s going to be big,” he said, and Carl could only agree. It had been three hours since the events on Harmony-1, and Carl and the rest of Team One had little to do but keep their heads down and see to their wounds as the activity and tension throughout the ship only increased.

      They knew that there were messages being sent back and forth from Forrest to the nearest UTA Military Command posts. Maybe even to the senate and back—but there was always a lag in space communications, and the wait for orders was interminable.

      Until now. It seemed that the orders had finally arrived.

      Colonel Forrest appeared on the screen, standing grimly in her place on the bridge. Carl thought she looked somehow even more serious than usual, and her eyes looked tired.

      “Ladies and gentlemen of the Abelard, I would like to congratulate each and every one of you in your service aboard this vessel. You continue to bring me and the Pillarmen pride,” she opened with, before taking a breath.

      “We have received a transmission from Old Earth. From the senate itself. Given its content, I am broadcasting it in its entirety,” she said. Carl’s stomach suddenly dropped.

      A message from Earth? From the senate? How bad could it be that Forrest was this serious? The thoughts flashed through his mind.

      Before he found out.

      “Citizens of the Terran Alliance . . .”

      So began the speech of a tall, willowy woman whose long hair was still jet black, despite the years that had clearly hollowed out her muscles, making her face vaguely skeletal and her limbs in her pastel blue-and-white UTA garb appear almost emaciated.

      Chairwoman Elizabeth Daichun, Carl noted with a particular and very personal moment of scorn. She had been elected to represent (and some said lead) the Senate of Old Earth—all of the twenty-three Terran systems, in fact—following the ceasefire between the Palacians and the UTA. But despite the fact that she was widely touted as a “peace-time princess,” Carl had personal knowledge of her behind-the-scenes activities. It was widely known in the ex-military communities that Daichun was the mastermind behind the creation of the Pillarmen, the very unit that Carl now trained under . . .

      A moment of wavering doubts rolled up inside Carl, as they did when he allowed his mind to wander and did not occupy it with training or the mission at hand. These Pillarmen had certainly tracked down WarDogs just like himself, hadn’t they? Had they been the ones to capture Jadakar? Or Fodova?

      But right now, Chairwoman Daichun was talking, and her words cut Carl out of his morbid curiosity.

      “At approximately 04.55 Old Earth New York Time, we were attacked,” she said. A hush descended through the small room that Carl stood in, although they all knew what must have been coming.

      “Palacian forces have attacked a UTA mining outpost on the frontier planet of Bwca, Frontier System 8. Reports are coming in as we speak, but we believe that UTA military personnel lost their lives, and the civilian miners are being held by Palacian forces.”

      “Five o’clock New York Time . .  ?” Carl heard Abrams whisper loudly. “They must have planned that at the same time as the peace talks with Harmony!”

      “I guess they wanted a distraction,” Mendiata growled.

      “And a war,” Carl added. “The Palacians want a war.”

      The image of the woman was abruptly replaced by fast-moving video footage of a small, distant, gray-white world, getting larger in the viewfinder of whatever drone or satellite had recorded the footage. The Chairwoman’s voice continued.

      “We have already attempted to open channels with our counterparts in the Palacian territories, but so far, they have not responded.”

      The small, bright frontier world of Bwca grew larger, and Carl could see the glint of smaller objects moving around, high in orbit. At first, he mistook them for the regular assemblage of satellites that swum here and there, everywhere around worlds that had human habitation—the silvered necklaces that connected humanity back to their beginnings . . .

      But these objects were too large, and the glint of reflected starlight on their hulls fractured and sparkled as it hit smaller ports and windows.

      Gunships, Carl could see almost immediately. He recognized the triple tubes that represented the most common Palacian design, situated around a curving shovel-nose of a hull. He had seen those types of ships both on video reports when he was in the infantry during the last war—and in person, looking out of portholes, prebattle, as they had sped towards the front lines when he was a WarDog.

      The ships grew larger in the small drone’s viewer until Carl and the others could see the stylized crown logo of the Palacians on the side. Immediately, there was a small flare of light as one of the ports on the nearest opened, and there was a flash of rockets and plasma across the dark of space—and the recorded screen fuzzed into static as the nearest of the two Palacian gunships must have taken out the UTA spy drone.

      “But we Terrans, we people who remember Old Earth,” the voice of Chairwoman Daichun suddenly grew in stature and resonance.

      “We will not sit idly by while our people are attacked! If the Palacians believe us to be weak—then they are wrong! If they believe that by attacking a frontier world, Bwca, that we will not bat an eyelid, then they are gravely mistaken! The mining station on that frontier planet was UTA-constructed, UTA-owned, and there were good men and women, our men and women, who called it their home—and I will not disgrace their memories or their families by standing idly by!”

      The video magnified onto the chairwoman’s face.

      “This is an act of war. And I—and the rest of your senate—will not stop until the Palacians have suffered as these poor people have!”

      Carl felt the hairs rise on the back of his neck, and his heart started to thump. It wasn’t that he was apprehensive or excited about the prospect of war. As much as he had no time for the Palacians—after what he had seen them do to his friends—but something about the words of the Chairwoman had managed to trigger in him the chemical response of a fight. He could feel his blood starting to rise, his fists start to clench as his strange chemistry kicked in.

      Breathe in, two, three. Out, two . . . three . . . Carl remembered his training.

      The video suddenly pulled out, showing the chairwoman standing behind her desk with the flag of the UTA at her side. All of the member flags and symbols of the various Old Earth governments, as well as the colony worlds of the twenty-three systems, were displayed above her head.

      “Citizens of Terra, of our Alliance, have no fear—we are strong. We have never been defeated, and we will win.”

      The video clicked off, and there was a moment of silence around Carl and the small viewing hall they were in. There was a thick feeling to the air as the Pillarmen, staff, and one WarDog exchanged glances.

      Carl knew this strange, almost nervous, wary feeling too. It was the premonition of war.

      “Ladies and gentlemen of the Abelard,” they were disrupted from their private musings and apprehensions by the sudden words of Colonel Forrest.

      “You now understand the situation and the context of our new mission. I received orders from the senate itself at the same time as that broadcast. Given our particular skill set, and the fact that we are the nearest vessel, we have been called upon to respond first. We are on route to Frontier System 8 to Bwca. We will arrive in eighteen hours.”
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      I wonder how many of them were in the last war, Carl mused as he made his way at a fast jog through the corridors of the busy Abelard. There was that same air of apprehension running through the ship, and sometimes, Carl could swear that he could cut the atmosphere with a knife.

      The entire crew of the Abelard had been shifted into Priority One Scheduling. This meant much shorter shifts, micro-rest breaks, and all periphery duties had ceased. If Carl had thought that the Pillarmen were cool and efficient before this, now he thought he was mostly surrounded by emotionless automatons.

      But there is still that vibe underneath it all, isn’t there? Carl thought as he made his way down the next flight of stairs, turning to get out of the way of a two-man team of engineers racing to their next task.

      Any easy-going banter that Carl might have caught the occasional Pillarman engaging in had disappeared, replaced by tight faces and an urgency in everything that happened.

      Everything is going to change, Carl knew. The ex-WarDog knew that only too well, just as he knew that no one could predict what would happen once war had broken out. As he jogged, it was hard for him to keep his thoughts away from wondering how many people around him would die.

      Because that is what war does, doesn’t it? The ex-infantry man was thinking. It churned people up . . .

      “Sebastian!” He was jolted from his thoughts as his feet turned at the bottom of the stairs, and he saw Lieutenant Abrams, Tucker, and Mendiata awaiting his arrival.

      “Sir!” he called suddenly as his feet took him to the rest of the team—and what lay behind them.

      A ship.

      It was a small ship, true—barely longer than thirty feet from the pointed nose to the wide wedge of its rocket tail—but it was longer on its sides, which scooped upwards just slightly. To Carl’s eyes, he thought it looked vaguely like one of those old manta ray creatures, only without the tail and with a jet-black metal skin as opposed to a blue-and-gray one.

      “Glad to have you with us,” Abrams said with a slight hint of steel to her voice, even though Carl had gotten here as fast as he could when the order had been sent.

      Abrams nodded at Technical Specialist Tucker, who stepped forward to hit the door release. A hull plate swung upwards from the craft, revealing a miniature, cramped hold and air lock system barely big enough for the four-person team and maybe a couple more at a time. The door reminded Carl of the ones on those sharp, vintage sports cars that some people still had on Old Earth, the ones that swung upwards.

      “What you see here is the fast response vehicle we affectionately call the Nighthawk. She will take us in,” stated Tucker, nodding at everyone to climb in.

      “She’s a stealth vehicle, not really primed for combat,” Tucker explained as he pulled the door shut, waited for the sealing system to synchronize, and then hit the button for the inner door to reveal the flight cabin. Two flight chairs were up front and then a further two sat behind it, on either side.

      “I see not an inch is wasted,” Carl muttered as Tucker and Abrams sat in the lead seats and started clipping in their harnesses, and Mendiata and Sebastian sat behind.

      “Deployment, scouting, and evasion,” Tucker agreed with him, reaching over his head to hit more controls. “You’ll see she autosynchs with your personal combat suits. Just wait while I warm her up, and we should be—”

      Lights flashed over the inside of Carl’s visor, and his own internal heads-up display woke up.

      
        
        SYNCHING . . .

        Identification keys accepted!

        SEBASTIAN, Carl (Cpl) ACTING SPECIALIST . . .

        TEAM ONE / PILLARMEN . . .

        COMMANDING OFFICER: FORREST (Col) . . .

        FIELD OFFICER: ABRAMS(Lt) . . .

      

      

      No sooner had their suits woken up to the electronic embrace of the Nighthawk than Carl heard Abrams already on the public suit channels to their superior.

      “Colonel Forrest, ma’am? This is Lieutenant Abrams aboard the Nighthawk. Team One is in position and ready to go.”

      Carl shifted in his seat, making sure he was comfortable as he strapped himself in a little tighter. “Hey—where’s our gear? Our guns?” he hissed across to Mendiata opposite him, forgetting that everything he said would be broadcast on the public suit-to-suit channel. It was Colonel Forrest’s voice which answered him.

      “You will find the Nighthawk fully equipped with everything you need for Operation Firelighter, and full operational specifics are being downloaded to your suits,” Forrest’s voice said. “In a few minutes, the Abelard will be making a pass at Bwca, where we expect to attract the attention of the Palacian gunships. We are deploying you before this, where you will immediately begin your mission—to get to the mining outpost and to disrupt the Palacians. Understood?”

      “Yes, ma’am!” Abrams and everyone in the room chorused.

      That’s it? THAT is the advance notice we get?! Carl, however, was slightly freaked at how the Pillarmen did things. He was at least used to knowing the vague idea of his mission before he got to the actual deployment. But this is Special Ops for you, isn’t it? Carl could have groaned. This was how they worked, apparently—complete data blackout until they were there.

      
        
        Mission files OPERATION FIRELIGHTER received!

      

      

      Carl’s holodisplay on his suit blinked into life.

      
        
        OPERATION FIRELIGHTER . . .

        Parameters:

        1. Deploy to planet surface.

        2. Secure and defend UTA mining staff.

        3. Isolate and disrupt Palacian access to mining reactor.

      

      

      Carl’s first thought was that this wasn’t just a straightforward rescue mission—that they were being asked to not only find and liberate the UTA miners, but also to “isolate and disrupt Palacian access to mining reactor,” whatever that meant.

      “Senior strategists understand the Palacian attack on Bwca is a provocation,” Forrest informed them. “Nonetheless, Bwca is also a fully-functioning mine, a super-nuclear facility that mines iridium. Our hypothesis is that the Palacians not only want to start a conflict but also want to steal a whole lot of important resources when they do it.”

      “Right,” Carl muttered under his breath, feeling vaguely uncomfortable and then angry. It wasn’t even that this war had been started because of some twisted ideology or principle, he realized—it was old-fashioned greed.

      “Signals blackout until the attack begins.” Forrest stated. “And good luck, people,” she said, before clicking off.

      “Ma’am,” he heard Abrams say sternly, while all Carl could think was that they were going to need the luck.

      “Any clue on how many we are facing down there? Troop numbers?” Carl couldn’t stop himself from asking. Was this how the UTA ran its operations now? It wasn’t like the old days.

      “Does it matter?” Mendiata asked first, as there was a judder that ran through the Nighthawk, and an electronic warning flashed up on Carl’s suit.

      
        
        Preparing for Launch!

      

      

      “We’re Pillarmen,” Mendiata carried on. “We’re trained. Going into tight spaces is what we do.”

      “Amen!” Abrams up front agreed lustily. “We’re also the nearest ship, and the Palacians are probably guessing that no one can get there as fast enough to do any good. Maybe that’s why they brought the Harmony down, to make sure that there was so much fuss that no one would notice them stealing our iridium deposits.”

      The large form of the lieutenant lifted his head as he looked ahead. Warning depressurization lights flashed through the launch bay outside, and the Nighthawk started to rise towards the opening ceiling. Through the corner of the window, Carl could see stars on the other side, smearing and glowing with the incredible speeds that the Abelard was traveling at.

      “And right now, there are people down there who need us,” Abrams announced as the Abelard started to slow and the glowing hazes ahead of them started to solidify and crisp into the light of frontier stars.

      That was something that Carl could get behind, as he saw a distant ball of bright white and gray start to draw closer and loom larger. Somewhere on the surface of that planet, there were human beings who were terrified and afraid and being used as pawns by the Palacians in order to start their war . . .

      “Team One, deploying!”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The crew of the Abelard worked together with a machinelike grace. The tube-shaped Pillarman vessel roared into Frontier System 8 and had already transited the outer ice world of the system by the time the radar sweeps of the Palacians registered that anything was going on.

      The UTA vessel decreased its speed by firing forward thrusters and cutting the fuel injection at the last possible moment, cycling down the EF Drive when the planet of Bwca had become the size of a plate in their viewing windows.

      The Abelard started to turn, drifting fast in a wide arc as Bwca only grew larger. As soon as the Pillarmen’s vessel had picked up the digital signs of the Palacian gunship, the colonel didn’t wait. They didn’t send an alarm or offer an ultimatum. The Palacians had already invited war when they had taken Bwca, after all, and Colonel Forrest wasn’t about to give them more time to get away with it.

      She started firing.

      “Sensor sweep reveals only one gunship up ahead!” called the senior comms technician under Colonel Forrest.

      “Only one?” That fact caught Forrest by surprise, but it didn’t stop her from pulling the triggers again and releasing the deadly hail of torpedoes into the space between them.

      “Aye, Colonel—only one and turning to engage!”

      The Abelard kept on its tight turn as Forrest had already punched her way through the small holographic commands, sending the go code to the Nighthawk hidden along her belly. The Abelard was turning a wide circle towards Bwca and the enemy vessel, but they were still far enough out that the Nighthawk’s signatures would be, could be, confused for the larger vessel—or so the plan went, anyway.

      “Ready main thrusters!” the colonel was calling, as, far down her belly, the Nighthawk had finished its rise and now lay on the starward side, hugging its parent like a child.

      There was a subtle hiss as clamps were released, and the Nighthawk went tumbling away as the Abelard fired its main engines, creating a large signature that would disguise the smaller vessel as it turned, flipped, and fired its own much smaller thrusters.

      The Palacian gunship that protected Bwca had finally managed to position itself, and there were gunports opening as rail guns unfolded and started releasing barrage after barrage of fire up at the speeding torpedoes. Lights started to flare in the depth of space as the Abelard’s torpedoes were caught in the barrage—but not all of them, and some shot through the net of exploding plasma to hammer against the side of the Palacian gunship in small, expanding petals of light.

      The Nighthawk took full advantage of this tumult as they swept into a tight curve away from the battle, cutting a line straight to the frontier planet’s surface. The Nighthawk had gone dark, and they had their maximum stealth dampers and jammers active and running. It was impossible for them to know if the Palacians had registered their arrival and had seen them or not—but no one started firing at them.

      Not yet anyway . . .
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      “We’re coming in fast; she’s going to be a bumpy ride,” Tucker breathed to them as the Nighthawk roared down towards the rocky surface of Bwca.

      To Carl’s mind, it was already a fairly bumpy ride, as the technical specialist hadn’t spared the fuel on the way down. The Nighthawk was built for speed, not comfort, apparently, as Carl clutched onto the webbing straps of his seat and cinched them just a little tighter as they shook and bounced.

      I’ve experienced worse, he told himself, which was true.

      They had swooped under the battle between their home ship and the Palacian gunship in a moment, and there were still warning flashes on their screens indicating the detonation of massive payloads somewhere above. Carl knew that the Abelard was tough. She’d made it out of Harmony, after all. But a part of him did still hope that there was a ship for him to get back to when all this was over.

      “Enemy contacts?” Abrams called from his seat.

      “Not yet. Almost a mile ahead,” Tucker breathed as the Nighthawk lowered itself still deeper. All at once, Carl could see that they were racing between rocky gorges whose faces looked as bleached as bone but were veined with black, metallic threads. It was clear that Bwca was little more than a rock—and without a breathable atmosphere or surface water—making it entirely unsuitable for a colony world but perfect for an industrial one.

      There was a sudden gasp of flame up ahead, and Tucker and the others reacted instinctively, the Nighthawk swerving ever so slightly—until they saw the same thing happen again further up the canyon that they flew inside, and further away still.

      “What is that?” Carl heard Mendiata say when they shot past the nearest one.

      There was some kind of installation built into the very walls of the canyon with dark metal pipes and vents erupting from the cliffs at odd places.

      “Some part of the mining facility. Off vents?” Tucker said, as he started slowing the Nighthawk and raising one side, spraying white rock dust everywhere.

      “Team One, go-go-go!” Abrams was already up, hitting the release of the webbing even before Tucker had the landing gear out, and was leading them back to the tiny, cramped hold where Carl saw that there were equipment lockers built into the walls. He had apparently missed them given the speed of their arrival before.

      “Here. Equipment belt, rifle, go!” Abrams was shoving utilities and weapons into his hands as Carl turned for the door, jostling into place to realize that he was first, with Mendiata behind him as the door release went, and he was taking one long, lunging step with his boots down the ramp, then another, then jumping off.

      It was a lighter gravity here on Bwca, a whole lot lighter, and Carl was bounding higher through the thin (or nonexistent) airs before his boots thumped home on the rock, kicking up dust around him as he landed, immediately swiveling his rifle around and up as he crouched forward.

      “Sebastian in place!” he yelled back. Mendiata landed a couple of yards to his right, and then Tucker was leaping into the wide fan shape that they were creating around one side of the Nighthawk. Abrams was already kicking off from the ramp of the Nighthawk when Carl saw movement halfway up the nearest face of a canyon wall, and his suit blipped.

      
        
        Movement Detected! Energy readings fit human encounter suits . . .

      

      

      “Left! Eleven o’clock!” Carl was shouting as Abrams landed, already turning his rifle to scan along the canyon in that direction. The digital overlay of his screen swiftly sharpened and magnified.

      It was clearly some sort of causeway or ramp that had been cut into the rock of the canyon wall, leading to a series of metal holes in the wall itself.

      And there was the movement—Carl saw two people in silver-gray encounter suits with old-fashioned bubble helmets, and between them, they were pushing a giant cart, loaded with a silvery, but not smooth, sort of ore.

      Carl already had them in his sights and was aiming for them. Do they have guns? Are they Palacians?

      
        
        Targets identified! UTA personnel identifier tags!

      

      

      “Hold fire!” Carl blurted out, pulling up his rifle as he stood up.

      “Sebastian! What are you doing?!” Mendiata snarled at him.

      “They’re UTA! They’re miners!” Carl snarled, waving his free hand in a wide arc. The people froze, looked at each other, and then waved down at them, at first hesitantly and then with more excitement.

      Just before they unexpectedly stopped and turned to look back at the canyon wall and the doors.

      “What is it?” Mendiata was rising to her feet too, now, as she peered up at the two Bwca miners. “They appear to be worried. Panicked about something . . .”

      Carl saw one of the two turn and start waving down at them again, much more vigorously this time—before that one suddenly jerked and tumbled forward over the edge in a slow-motion spin that took them off the edge of the canyon wall, gliding and turning head over heels towards the ground below.

      “Contact!” Carl yelled, already taking a lunging step forward straight towards the thirty-foot high wall as he toggled through his suit to his thruster controls and activated them on the next leap.

      That miner had been shot. And the miner had been trying to warn them at the same time.

      Carl’s thrusters kicked in with a punch that, with the help of the lighter gravity up here, meant that he could surge up the side of the cliff walls many times the height anyone could jump. He was almost flying by the time that he had to clutch onto a rocky outcrop of silver and white, thumping against it heavily before launching off once again.

      For the rock under his hands to crumble and disintegrate into plates. He started to stumble. When his thrusters kicked in, he was rising at an angle, scrabbling against the rocky walls with a terrible jarring scrape along one shoulder before—

      There!

      He managed to get his free hand to the top of the canyon edge and catch it, swinging himself up . . .

      And straight into the line of fire of an advancing Palacian marine.

      The Palacian marine wore a deep mottled, green suit with a gold flash and the crown symbol on their breast. Their helmet was slightly wider at the sides, and their oval visor plate was almost a sheen of impersonal blue. To the WarDog, these were all the obvious giveaways as to their allegiance—but so was the fact that they were lowering their stubby little rifle, almost half the size of Carl’s, and leveling it at him.

      Frack! Carl threw himself over the edge, firing the thrusters while he skidded across the rock . . .

      But at the same time, the last remaining miner who had been standing there leapt forward, grabbing at the Palacian’s gun as they fired.

      
        
        ALERT! ALERT!

      

      

      Carl’s suit was raining alerts and alarms on him as he twisted back to his feet just yards away from the struggling miner and marine—soon enough to see the heavier set Palacian marine inside the strength-assisted suit manage to kick back the smaller man, turn their rifle, and shoot them off the edge of the canyon wall too.

      “Grargh!” Carl roared inside his own helmet as his blood pounded in his ears, and he took a surging step forwards.

      His eyesight somehow became all the clearer, sharp and focused, as his strange biology kicked in.

      He saw the Palacian marine turning to regard him, bringing his rifle around—but he did not have the biological and chemical advantages that Sebastian had. The WarDog hit him with a sweep of his rifle, knocking the Palacian backwards in an instant.

      “How DARE you!” Carl roared at the man as he landed, his boots punching into the rock and setting up dust around him. The Palacian hit the ground a little ways away and bounced as he scrabbled for the rifle, bringing it back towards the rabid man that had attacked them.

      But Carl was faster and had shot the man before he could fire.

      “Sebastian, Sebastian!” There was a rising clamor of voices from behind him, and Carl realized it was Abrams, already having risen over the edge of the avenue, with Mendiata climbing up beside him, and presumably Tucker not too far behind.

      “You’re supposed to wait for my okay,” Abrams was in the middle of saying, but Carl saw the large man’s eyes widen just behind him . . .

      “Oh . . .”

      
        
        Alert! Movement detected!

      

      

      Carl had spun around to see where Abrams’ surprise and his own suit’s warnings were coming from. He saw that there was another Palacian marine who had clearly come out of the open air lock in the rockface but was already turning back and racing back in.

      “We can’t let them get away!” Abrams snarled.

      “FREEZE!” Carl shouted, flicking his rifle up at the marine as he leapt into the air lock and hit the door controls as he flew inside.

      There was a flash of bullet fire against the doors as Mendiata fired, but by then, the doors had already closed, and the Palacian marine was on the other side.

      “Come on!” Abrams was shouting, bounding ahead, ignoring the dead bodies at their feet as he hit the air lock and was rapidly smashing the open buttons.

      “Sir? That’s really not how air locks work,” Tucker was saying behind him as they crowded behind, but the lieutenant only snarled and didn’t say anything as he tried to pull the lever again. The door stubbornly continued in its mechanical humming as it completed the turnaround, for the green “go” light to flash overhead as it cycled back to them.

      “Lieutenant,” Mendiata whispered, moving to a crouch at the side of the door. She clearly didn’t like this. That Palacian marine was sure to be hollering to all of his friends to get up here and attack. And that meant that they were going to charge straight into a firing line. The chance of them finding the Palacian marine before he could activate his built-in suit’s transmitters was almost zero, to say the least.

      “I know, Specialist—but anyone got any other bright ideas?” Abrams snarled.

      Actually, as it turned out—Tucker did.

      “Here,” he said, flinging the files that he had found to the other’s suits with small gestures. “These are the base schematics for the mining facility. There’s ducts and emergency panels into every air lock in case there’s an accident and someone gets trapped inside. If we can dismantle them once we’re inside, we can cross to the lower level towards the air refinery. That might buy us some time.”

      “Good job, Specialist.” Abrams nodded as the door opened, and they jumped in. “Which is it?” he said as the door hissed to its mechanical close behind them.

      “Here.” Tucker had already moved to what looked like a small cabinet door in the side of the circular room and was bashing at its hinges with the edge of his rifle butt. “C’mon, I need a hand!” he said. Abrams roughly took center stage and, with one calm (and giant) boot stomp, kicked the door into dented submission.

      Holy frack, he’s strong . . . Carl blinked, his own rage subsiding a little now that there was no natural target for it.

      Another few stomps, and they had the door open and a warning light that the inside door was unable to open thanks to the break in the atmospheric seal.

      “There are countermeasures and autosealant systems. We’ll be all right,” Tucker said, shoving his rifle in ahead of him and leading the way. Tucker went first, then Abrams, and then it was Carl’s turn. He looked once at the narrow metal crawlway, already filled with the scuffles and scrapes of moving Pillarmen bodies.

      The things I do for my superiors, the WarDog thought and crawled inside behind the others.
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        Movement Detected up ahead.

      

      

      Carl’s suit blipped the alert as the four Pillarmen crouched in the small access air lock—really little more than a cramped, pressurized cabinet—that secured the internal pressures of the mining station.

      “Ready?” Abrams whispered, the lieutenant a large, bearish shadow in the gloom beside the others, the underpart of his face lit by his muted suit lights.

      Carl checked the faint pulse of movement orange on his visor, a soft heartbeat of warning that showed that there were targets out there—people.

      “I can’t synch with the Bwca mainframe,” Technical Specialist Tucker hissed in annoyance, reinserting the thin connector lead that had extended from the access module of his suit to the opened-up wall panel of the tiny air lock. Tucker had been working, in vain, it turned out, to try and get data on what was happening inside the mining station, but to no avail.

      “They must have taken over the servers because the lights are still on,” Tucker said, Carl seeing that his face was a mask of annoyance—moments before his suit lit up like a firework.

      “Hss! Argh!” Tucker jerked backwards, light playing over the inside of his mask as he thumped against Mendiata.

      “Tucker!” the Pillarwoman gasped.

      What happened? Everyone tried to give the technical specialist some room, but there was little room to breathe, let alone care for someone who was twitching and jerking back and forth in agony.

      “That fracking connector!” Tucker had pulled the wire savagely, breathing hard as Carl saw that the little digital identifier that he had over his friend’s suit name was blinking an orange.

      “You all right? Tucker!” Abrams was hissing in alarm. “What was that?!”

      “The Palacians have seized the servers, all right,” Tucker groaned, his voice coming out in tight whispers of pain. “That was some straight-up military malware.”

      “A hack?” Carl asked. He’d heard about tactics like this from his time charging through enemy stations—electronic booby traps left behind for the UTA—but he had always been too busy running and shooting to get stung. He was no technical.

      “Something like that,” Tucker groaned, one gauntleted hand moving to the chest of his suit as they saw him take deep, slow breaths. “Dammit. Much longer, and my heart would’ve probably burst . . .”

      Lieutenant Abrams, looming beside them, licked his lips and breathed slowly himself. “Tucker, if you have to stay behind . . .”

      “No,” the technical said just as quickly. “I can still fight. A little wobbly, that’s all.” The man was panting a little, and Carl wondered if that electrical charge had been a lot stronger than he was letting on. “If I can get to the main engine rooms, I can stop the mine. I can still do it.”

      “We can’t wait,” Abrams said seriously, and Carl saw his heavy stare aimed at the man. “If you’re sure . . .”

      “I am.” A tight nod, and the way ahead was decided by the practicality of operations. There could be no more waiting. They had a station to liberate, and somewhere above them, the Abelard was still buying them time.

      “Okay, classic advance formation in three, two, and . . .”

      Abrams was the closest to the door, and he pulled the lever abruptly. There came a small hiss of steam, the metal cabinet door hissed open, and Mendiata rolled out. Carl heard her feet hit the metal floor, take a step . . .

      Carl was next, with Abrams behind him and the tortured Tucker taking up the rear. Carl’s metal boots hit the floor, registered a gridded, gantry-style metal underfoot, and he was already raising his head when his suit blipped with orange.

      
        
        Movement detected!

        Targets identified!

      

      

      “Contact!” Specialist Mendiata beside him roared, and before he even had time to focus on what was going on, he saw the burst of her rifle fire and heard the thunder of bullets.

      Lieutenant Abrams had been right. They really didn’t have any time. The fight was on. The fight was now.

      
        
        Target acquired! Military drone type . . .

      

      

      The vector on Carl’s suit collapsed in an ever-smaller triangle of glowing, orange light towards the fast shape—but he couldn’t get a lock on it as it zipped past both him and Mendiata at breakneck speed.

      It was a drone: a flying military piece of automated hardware that could be used for intelligence, patrols—or in this case, offense.

      Carl spun on his heel, seeing the four-winged thing flash past at just overhead height in the corridor. Its long, bulbous, insectoid body turned back towards them, while its rotors remained stationary.

      “Down!” he heard Mendiata shout as she pushed him roughly back to the side of the wall. She continued her arc of firing at the thing.

      But the drone was quicker. It dropped a couple of feet in the blink of an eye, and its underbelly lit up with sparks and fizzes of light.

      Carl felt the explosion of the micromissiles against Mendiata’s breastplate as she was flung backwards and up the corridor that they had climbed into. Three of the small capsules, barely bigger than an old-style pen, had flashed from the first drone’s belly towards Mendiata.

      “No!” Carl was nearest to the firing drone, which was wreathed in the flames of its own firing protocol as it twitched towards him.

      It was only three feet before and above him. In an instinctive gesture, he swung his rifle up like an axe, clipping one rotor wing as the drone fired again.

      
        
        Warning! Alert!

      

      

      His suit registered the explosion of the micromissiles, their flames washing over the back of his visor and helmet from where they had hit the wall of the corridor behind him. Carl was pushed forward in a stagger—which was probably the thing that saved him from the next set of three missiles. They fired past him from the first of the military drones, shooting up the corridor to explode on the floor.

      Carl hit the floor and turned it into a roll, skidding against the opposite wall. The drone that he had clipped fell to pieces beside him. His strike took out one of the rotors and sent it flinging against the industrial metals of the mining corridor walls.

      But there was still the second Palacian drone. In one of those moments that seemed like time was slowing down, Carl looked up to see its next set of micromissiles descend and click into firing position.

      Brrap!

      Just as a hail of gun fire tore it apart, turning it into a chrysanthemum of flame as the lieutenant took it out. Carl was buffeted by the heatwave, but in the midst of his suit’s warning alarms, he was glad that the drone had been taken out and that he had the Pillarmen at his back.

      “I guess it’s safe to say that they know we’re coming,” Abrams growled. He and the still-twitching Tucker turned to Mendiata, hissing in pain on the floor before them.

      “You sure you can get the job done?” Abrams glowered at his two Pillarmen, his voice over the shared comms and his shadowed eyes full of reservations.

      They had rushed as fast as they could to the end of the corridor. It met a T-junction, with one of the circular tunnels sloping downwards and the other extending straight out. The one sloping downwards had a machine-plate sign announcing it to be Engineering while the other read Works.

      In easier times, this might have vaguely amused Carl—as Works could mean anything at all, in his opinion, but right now, he had no time for humor. Engineering had to be the machines and servers and reactors that powered the station, whereas Works must mean the actual face of the mining operations—and everything else.

      The plan had been proposed by Tucker and was about as simple as they came.

      “We can do it, Lieutenant,” the technical specialist promised. “Me and Mendiata get to the servers and reactors and fulfill parameter three; you and Sebastian here, parameter two.” Carl once again felt the slight tension in the air between Tucker and Abrams. Abrams was, undeniably and characteristically, the superior officer, but the technical specialist had skills that no other member of the team had. Engineering. Electronics. Physics. Communications and Intelligence. There was a certain leeway that had to be given to Tucker when he spoke with authority on his field of expertise.

      Just as Mendiata has her own field of expertise, Carl realized as he looked at the Pillarwoman who was barely managing to hold herself up. The front of her suit was a blackened mess where the three micromissiles had hit, and the sculpted plates there appeared hideously rent and deformed. For a passing moment, Carl marveled at the fact that they had managed to survive the explosion at all, and that her suit’s seals apparently still held. But despite her bravado, the WarDog could see how the specialist winced and that her face was subtly lit by the changing diorama of green-and-orange flashes as her suit must be firing warnings and alerts at her in its current state.

      But still, Tucker was the technical specialist, and Mendiata was the explosives and demolitions expert. They were the perfect pair to fulfill mission parameter three, which Carl checked with a flick of his hand through his own holographic controls . . .

      
        
        OPERATION FIRELIGHTER . . .

        Parameters:

        1. Deploy to planet surface.

        2. Secure and defend UTA mining staff.

        3. Isolate and disrupt Palacian access to mining reactor.

      

      

      “And I guess that leaves us.” Carl nodded towards Abrams and the downward-leading corridor towards Works. The WarDog wasn’t even sure if the rest of the UTA Bwca staff was down there.

      “Aye, I guess it does.” Abrams skewered Carl with that same sullen and judging stare, and Sebastian wondered if he was going to say anything, but he just turned with a sharp nod towards the lowering corridor.

      “We’ll make enough noise to give you cover,” he offered to the others, giving the two wounded Pillarmen a nod.

      “And don’t worry sir,” Mendiata breathed raggedly. “Once we get to the engines, I’m sure I can rig something to give you guys a distraction.”

      “Done.” Abrams said, raising his rifle and nodding for Carl to accompany him as he jogged forwards into the dark. “Eyes up, infantry!”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Hss!” A step or so ahead of him, Carl heard the large lieutenant suddenly hiss. In one smooth movement, the WarDog had swung his rifle around a little . . .

      To see that the lieutenant had completely frozen while they approached a sharp, right-hand bend. There was a low thrum of vibration in the very walls of the corridor, and a deep bass noise that Carl figured had to be the mine workings.

      The Palacians are STILL mining iridium here? In the middle of a battle? The WarDog thought distractedly as he, too, froze. Those crazy Palacians really were after everything they could get, weren’t they?

      “What is it?!” Carl whispered back to where Abrams had frozen at the turn, his rifle up and ready for him to step out.

      “I just wanted you to quit moving!” Abrams hissed back, frustration tight in the larger man’s voice.

      Carl winced but nodded. Maybe he was making more noise than he should have been—stealth had never been the number one training tactic of the United Terran Infantry or the WarDog “shock troops.”

      But as much as he respected Abrams’ decision, there was an urgency to the man’s tone that set Carl’s teeth on edge. The ex-WarDog froze where he was and watched the movement scanners on the inside of his visor. Nothing. No sign of enemy soldiers—or of Bwca staffers.

      Is this just what combat does to you, Abrams? Carl wondered, thinking of the other commanding officers he’d had in the past—Lieutenant Rogers as well as Captain Heymeyer—and how they had reacted to contact situations. Everyone reacted differently, Sebastian knew. That was just a part of being human, after all. And that was why they all went through the extended military trainings that they had—to ensure that, in the midst of torment and threat, anxiety and deafening noise and light, that the soldiers and marines and officers could be expected to act according to military expectations. Hell, to exceed expectations.

      And officers could be a strange bunch, couldn’t they? Rogers had been uptight to a T, with most of Sebastian’s fellow service personnel thinking that the young man had spent too long in officer training and not enough time in basic training. Heymeyer, on the other hand, had been practical and garrulous on base but as hard as granite on the field. Carl respected that.

      What about you, Abrams . . . ? Carl wondered as he saw the lieutenant ready to make the move. Sebastian couldn’t help but think that there was something else going on here between them. When they had first been introduced, Abrams had appeared fairly positive about the fact that Carl was a slavering, apparently rabid, experimental WarDog. “We might need fighters like you,” had been the large man’s opinion.

      But now that Abrams had seen Carl in action? There was a tense sort of frustrated anger that Carl detected in him. Maybe it was because already, half of his Pillarmen Team One had been wounded. Or maybe it was the fact that Carl’s strange physiology usually meant that he was more likely to fight first and do so with overwhelming force.

      “On me,” Abrams whispered as he swung around the corner, leveling his rifle at—

      Nothing. Nothing much at all, apart from the place where the corridor ended in a door with a small port window in it.

      “We should be right on top of the deploy zone,” Abrams hissed as he did a fast step forwards.

      “The what?” Carl said, following him a few steps behind and to his left—just as he had been taught to do in years-ago trainings.

      “The base schematic, Sebastian!” Abrams turned and hissed angrily at him. “The one that Tucker uploaded to the shared comms! Haven’t you checked it yet?”

      To be honest, sir—I’ve been too busy avoiding getting killed, Carl could have said to him. Among any other company, he probably would have said it. But he stopped himself at the last moment. The man, Abrams, right here beside him, was his superior officer, even if he was only a lieutenant.

      “Yes, sir.” Carl nodded. Abrams just sighed heavily.

      “It’s where the miners load up and equip for the rockface. If I were going to be the one to hold a whole base hostage, it would be the choke point I would hold,” Abrams said.

      “Understood, sir,” Carl muttered. Just then, he saw a flash over Abrams’ shoulder. A small green light up near the ceiling, coming from a module that Carl hadn’t registered was even there.

      “Sir!”

      
        
        Alert! Movement detected!

      

      

      Carl’s suit flashed a warning orange as there was a sudden grating sound behind him. Carl saw the lieutenant’s eyes widen at the same time as he turned . . . to see that there was a heavy, reinforced sheet of metal rolling down out of some hidden seal in the ceiling. It was already halfway to the floor behind them.

      Frack! Carl reacted, jumping towards it without thinking as he shoved whatever he had at hand—which was apparently his rifle—towards the fast-evaporating gap . . .

      THWACK!

      The roll of the metal blinds hit the butt of Carl’s rifle, and there was a grinding, crunching sort of a sound—but the industrial grays of the heavy-duty Pillarman rifle held. Carl could hear a terrible, screeching sort of a sound coming from above him as the internal mechanisms of the roll-down door juddered and tried to close but couldn’t.

      “Stars,” Abrams growled, looking over his shoulder at the port door ahead and then at the roll-down door before them. “It can’t be a coincidence,” Carl heard the man growl as he moved to the door to hit the controls. They all remained stubbornly unresponsive.

      “Like you said, boss,” Carl growled, pulling back from where his rifle was trapped under the door seal. “They’ve gotta know that we’re coming, right?”

      “Hmm.” Abrams agreed but didn’t say anything else.

      And they have power over the base controls, Carl could have added, but thought that might also be pretty unhelpful too.

      “Tucker,” Abrams said as the idea struck him, and Carl saw him moving his hands as he went through the comms suit-to-suit connections.

      “Specialist Tucker, this is Abrams. Specialist Tucker, I need a door override now!” Carl heard the man saying, but in response, there was only the crackle of static over the suit connectors.

      Abrams tried again, but once again, there was no connection at all.

      “Dammit!” the lieutenant snarled.

      “Jammers?” Carl asked. “Or maybe there’s too much rock and metal between us and . . .”

      “I don’t care what it is—but if we don’t get this door open, then any minute now, we’re going to be sitting ducks for whatever the Palacians choose to throw at us!” Abrams snapped and gave the port door ahead of them a healthy kick. It resounded like a gong.

      Great, Carl thought at the echoing, sonorous sound. And just in case the Palacians DON’T know that we’re trapped in here, if they have their suit mics on, then they sure do now!

      But the lieutenant had a point, the WarDog thought as he looked at his stuck rifle on the ground, where there was an inch or two of air. The roll-down metal had to be easier to get through than the sealed port door on the other side, right?

      Sebastian got down into a crouch and started to grab the bottom, immediately trying to move it by lifting it up—only for his arms, shoulders, neck, back, and thighs to protest.

      “Wait! That’s not the way!” Abrams called at him angrily as Carl collapsed backwards against the floor with nothing to show for his efforts other than aching muscles.

      “Okay. Show me how to do a dead lift,” Carl muttered, beginning to settle himself back into another crouch. “Or at least come and help me.”

      “That way leads back to Engineering!” Abrams scolded him with the obvious. “I didn’t see any other turns, did you? And Tucker and Mendiata are out there, wounded. We’ll only bring the trouble towards them!”

      Ah, Carl thought, reaching to massage his arms. He realized that he couldn’t do this through his suit. He gave them a reassuring pat instead.

      
        
        Alert! Movement detected!

      

      

      There was a new crowd of orange vector blips on the inside of Carl’s suit, and they appeared to be heading in their direction. “You mean that trouble, sir?” Carl muttered, wishing that his gun wasn’t jammed under the door right about now.
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      “Okay, what are we going to do?” Carl whispered quickly as the dots started to converge on their location. They were fast moving—and appeared to be heading towards them down the passageway that Carl and Abrams had used to come in.

      “Palacian marines?” Carl thought, stepping back. His hand moved to his side, where he had either the long-bladed service dagger, or a little lower down, he had a regular service pistol. He chose the pistol.

      “Too fast.” Abrams said, “and too crowded.” He nodded ahead to where his screen and Carl’s must be registering that they were nearing the corner and were almost right in front of them.

      “The door to the deploy!” Carl turned quickly, scanning it. It had two huge, hinged, industrial-metal rods and hoop-type things. The window was too small to get anything but an arm through—but if they could do that, could they reach the same sort of release lever on the other side?

      “The window or the hinges!” Carl said quickly. “If we can twist those rods, we can force the door off—if we smash the window, I might be able to reach the lever . . .”

      “I’m stronger,” Abrams said tightly, turning to shoot a burst of fire at the window. There was a crunch of glass—and then the sound of splintering.

      Just as the moving enemy—whatever and whoever they were—turned the corner and flowed under the gap of the door made by Carl’s rifle.

      They were mining drones, unsurprisingly. But they were low-lying drones that moved and scuttled on four crablike legs, with the whine and whirr of a repeater drill that occupied each one’s entire head, neck, and body.

      And there were a lot of them.

      The creatures moved fast—but not like creatures, Carl thought with revulsion as he fired his pistol at one, seeing the blister of exploding metal and internal fuels. At the same time, he stomped down on another one with his heavy metal boot.

      The mining drones were barely the size of large dinner plates, just a little bigger than Carl’s breastplate when splayed out, perhaps—but their bodies were only four or five inches tall, meaning that they could squeeze through the gap under the door with ease.

      As soon as Carl had destroyed one, two, four, or eight—there came a whole other batch that filled the space after them.

      How many are there?! he thought as he kicked two from the floor before him, fired again—

      And felt the sudden stab of pain in his ankle.

      
        
        ALERT! Suit compromised . . .

      

      

      “Ach!” the WarDog roared, looking down to see that one of the mining drone had clutched onto the top of his foot. It was attaching the repeating drill of its body to his ankle, where there was a spray of sparks as it cycled up . . .

      “Aii!” Another sharp trigger of pain ran through him as the lower leg grieves of his suit compressed and started to tear—and Carl was kicking the thing from his inner calf, moving so quickly that he tore its metal body in two as his own rage flooded through him.

      Breathe in, two, three . . .

      Carl could “hear” the thought—but he wasn’t even sure if it came from him or not. He felt his thoughts and his voice washed away in a wave of anger and aggression. He was turning, kicking and stomping, sending a handful of the metal bodies flying against the wall. He turned to stomp down on more of them—only for the ones that he had sent flying to flip themselves with ease onto their backs, turn around, and leap back over the scrambling, crabbing bodies of their fellows towards the two UTA personnel.

      Revulsion and rage swelled through him, and the feelings only added to the pump of designer chemicals through Carl’s system. The pain in his lower legs suddenly vanished, and he was filled with the cool, clear emotion of joyful savagery.

      “Sebastian, Sebastian!” He could hear Abrams shouting his name (his name? Whose name?!) as Carl turned and kicked, turned and kicked—the pistol in his hand now forgotten as his own battle responses took over.

      But there had to be some shred of humanity that was still inside there, as Carl turned to glare at the super-large figure that was calling his name.

      The larger Pillarman Lieutenant had one arm half through the window and was standing on tiptoe as he tried to reach for the lever on the other side. One side of his body was covered with the scuttling, crawling things which had managed to surge past Carl. Abrams clearly couldn’t shake or bat them off, and one side of his body was already eclipsed in multiple arcs of sparks and the brilliant light of tearing metals.

      “Carl!” Abrams shouted again. This time, there was a note of panic in the man’s voice as the WarDog kicked aside his own metal parasites. Something about that man’s panicked tone cut through him to the quick, and suddenly, Carl’s rage was clearing as he pounced forward, bringing the butt of his pistol down to sweep and chip the bodies free from Abrams’ suit.

      “Gah!” The lieutenant was clearly in pain, but Carl saw the man struggle with the window and the door as he reached for the handle below.

      There was a click, and Carl saw that there was an entirely new wave of the crawling things trying to push their way out through the gap he had made with his lost rifle. But they were encountering the detritus of dozens of smashed and pulverized bodies, and their progress was momentarily slowed.

      A mechanical, screeching noise sounded, and the port door was swinging open, half spilling Abrams and a handful more of the mining drones with it. Carl grabbed his senior officer, dragged him free from the window and further into the corridor beyond—tumbling to the floor. He kicked the door shut behind them.

      Augh. Carl’s chemical rage evaporated, and he was struggling in the narrow corridor to kick and smash the last of the mining drones as he heaved great lungfuls of air. He didn’t know how many of the terrible things he had personally dismantled, but it felt like a lot.

      “Sir, Abrams—you all right?” Carl groaned as he struggled to his feet, half stumbling, half dragging Abrams to his feet at the same time.

      “Oh yeah, I am just wonderful,” the lieutenant groaned. One side of his suit appeared scarred, punctured, and torn, and in several places, there appeared to be the wet seep of the inner lubricant materials of the suit where the mining drones had pierced them.

      “We have to get your suit sealed—if you go out into the vacuum . . .” Carl reached for the autospray sealant at his side and started to liberally apply it to the lieutenant’s suit. A translucent gel began to congeal and form like a resin.

      “Enough,” the lieutenant said, already wheezing a little as he turned towards the end of the corridor. There, it seemed to lead to a much larger, vaultlike room and a stairwell down.

      “But sir, the vacuum . . .” Carl started to say.

      “We’ll get to that part when we get there , infantry,” Abrams was saying as he raised his rifle. He was already pointing ahead into the larger space, and there was the sound of heavy clanking below.

      
        
        Movement detected!

      

      

      Carl’s suit blipped as he jogged to join the lieutenant.

      “What is that?!” he hissed as the large room past the metal stairwell expanded into view.

      It was very large indeed—with pillars that speared down from the roof and lots of crates and cylinders that were either stacked or snaking their way through the giant hall of the deploy zone. Most of the lights beyond this beginning area had already, apparently, been turned off.

      And there, in the open hallway below, there stood a monstrous, metal figure looking up at them.
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      “No, really, what the stars is that?!” Carl asked once more, as the mechanical figure that was easily eight feet tall appeared to extend its arms towards them.

      Given its height, it could almost reach us, Carl thought as he was shocked into stillness.

      “It’s a Mining Mech,” Abrams said with a growl, bringing up his rifle to sight at the giant metal behemoth that stood before them. “Don’t you ever check the news wires?” Abrams said in a hiss of annoyance as the rest of his body froze.

      Carl considered the question for a minute as he leveled his pistol at the eight-foot-tall, metal humanoid below. Then he considered how ridiculous that was. Any nine millimeter report from his puny little firearm wouldn’t do anything but tickle that thing, would it?

      “I’m not really a follower of Mining Today or whatever,” Carl grumbled, finding that his body had frozen next to the lieutenant’s as each of them looked at the giant below and waited to see if it was going to be an enemy or an asset.

      “Huh,” Abrams grunted. “Latest in mining drone tech. Humanoid robots that can rip the frack out of a rockface, and if they get several hundred tons of rocks dropped on them—then it won’t really matter, will it?” he whispered.

      “Either it won’t matter, or that thing would just walk straight out of it,” Carl offered, which looked about right, given the large, external reinforced girder system that it had running around its bulky body.

      The Mining Mech did not so much as have a head. Or a neck either—but it did have a dome underneath two curving bars of reinforced metal, inside which there was the brilliant circular gleam of one bright eye.

      Or floodlight, Carl thought.

      It had two arms, which had clear pipes and pistons along a “forearm” and shoulder, linking to giant gas cannisters running down its back—all contained in what appeared to be a roll cage. One arm ended in a giant version of the repeater drills that the smaller mining drones had in place of heads and bodies, with several smaller spirals of metal mining bits around the central spike. The other arm ended in a giant, clamplike vice, so it appeared that the creature could tear hunks of rock from a rockface itself, or it could grab at chunks of rock and use the drill to destroy whatever it held.

      The entire creature was more body than it was limbs, and it ended in squat legs with multiple support girders and shock-absorbing pistons in order to move its giant, treelike legs.

      “Er . . . whose side do you think it is on?” Carl whispered, and suddenly below—as if disturbed by the intrusion of noise, the Mining Mech swiveled the dome of its singular “eye” straight towards them. The floodlight almost blinded them with a flat, bright, and staring brilliance.

      “Well, the Palacians seem to be at the controls of everything else down here,” Lieutenant Abrams said with a growl, before raising his voice to call down to the eight-foot, mechanical monster.

      “UTA! HALT and stand down!” the lieutenant shouted.

      For the Mining Mech to swing its arms straight against the supports of the metal stairs bolted to the wall that held the two men.

      “Jump!”

      Abrams really didn’t need to tell him that. The thought flashed through Carl’s mind as the metal underneath him suddenly surged and tipped to one side.

      But still, it was nice to hear the lieutenant was looking out for him, he supposed. He took one lunging step to the edge of the rapidly moving metal stairs. As he slapped one hand on the railing, Carl threw himself over the edge towards the floor.

      Which was still a good ten feet below him by this point and past the whirling, metal drill that the Mining Mech was swinging up at them.

      Frack!

      Carl hit the smooth rock floor before he had even registered that he was falling, or perhaps, leaping.

      
        
        Alert!

      

      

      His suit blared warnings as his visor eclipsed with orange flashes of light, registering each and every impact and crumpled section of his personal combat suit. He hit the floor rolling, his arms and body tucked over his rifle, and he ended in a skid that took him past the giant metal golem . . .

      To find that Abrams had not hit the floor beside him.

      What?!

      Carl looked up to witness that the lieutenant had managed to make it off the stair platform, at least—but had only gotten as far as the shoulder bars of the Mining Mech. Abrams clung onto one of the bars that curved over the floodlight eye of the Mech, kicking and struggling with his feet as he tried to find purchase on the reinforced plates and support braces of the thing’s back.

      The lieutenant had already abandoned his rifle sometime in his fall, but Carl had to admire the man’s chutzpah.

      “Sebastian!” Abrams was shouting down to him as he lost his footing and slipped, thumping bodily against the back of the creature as it spun and turned—Abrams holding only onto the bars over the creature’s head.

      “What do you expect me to do?!” Carl was already on his feet, raising his pistol to take aim—but at what?! The automaton was a walking megalith of metal, and there was now a giant lieutenant covering half of it. There was nowhere for Carl to shoot . . .

      But anyway, self-preservation proved to be on top of its to-do list, as the Mech suddenly turned on its hip, a deeper turn than any human could manage, and the vicelike claw of the creature was smashing towards him.

      Carl dove—but even his chemically assisted reflexes weren’t enough. The edge of the giant vice clipped his shoulder and sent him flying into a spin against the near avenue of metal crates and mining equipment.

      
        
        Alert! Warning!

      

      

      You don’t say, Carl thought as he slid to the floor, tasting blood in the back of his mouth and with a pain bursting from his shoulder. How bad is it? he thought in a sudden panic. Was his shoulder out of socket? Was it useless?

      The Mech was twisting and turning before him once more, clearly trying to shake the lieutenant from its back—but it couldn’t. It had never been designed to be able to reach its own back with its arms, and anyway, one “hand” was a giant drill. Abrams had managed to secure his footing and was now clutching, hunched over the thing’s head, and reaching at his side for his pistol.

      There! Just a little distance from where he lay, Carl saw a stand of tall metal poles—probably reinforcements or carrier pipes for some arcane mining process—that had spilled from their cradle and were rolling across the floor nearby.

      Carl had an idea. Despite the fact that he knew how ideas could be dangerous at the best of times, he moved, finding that yes, his arm hurt like a ton of metal had been dropped on it, but no, he could still use his arm.

      Snatching up one of the metal poles in a free hand, he leapt towards the Mining Mech’s legs. Now that the lieutenant was no longer draped over its back like a human cloak but instead standing on the thing’s shoulders (looking for all the world like some sort of murderous, military-themed circus act), Carl had a clear field of attack.

      “All right, son-of-a . . . !!” With a motion that was instinctive, locked somewhere inside Carl’s DNA, augmented and enhanced by the many new genetic markers—the WarDog lunged forwards, one arm raised to his shoulder in a perfect javelin position.

      He saw his target ahead of him. It wasn’t the head, but his eyes had caught sight of a collection of metal pipes and pistons in the small of the gargantuan back. Carl was no engineer, but he thought he could recognize a control module when he saw one.

      He threw his arm forward, and the metal pole flew at it, striking the creature and causing a sudden burst of light, sparks, and steam to erupt.

      The Mining Mech twisted in place with the metal pole still sticking in the small of his back, caught between girders—but Carl could see that the thing couldn’t move easily. One foot slid forward, but there was a terrible grinding noise when it tried to move the other leg.

      There was a report, followed by several others as Abrams fired his pistol straight down into what could have been the golem’s head. At the first shot, there was a tinkle of smashing glass and plastic as the singular, cyclopean floodlight of an eye went out, and then a spark of ricochet from the second, before there was another spray of sparks from the third.

      “We’re doing it! We’re getting it!!” Abrams was shouting. Carl could see that the pipes he had torn loose from the thing’s back must have been some sort of pressurization or lubrication system for the creature as a whole. Its movements weren’t as quick as they had been before. They were no longer whip-quick and with a hundred percent mechanical efficiency.

      But Abrams had spoken too soon, as the Mining Mech did manage to suddenly twist on its hips, swinging its rotating drill-bit hand straight into the nearest of the avenue of walls of metal crates and boxes.

      “Ach!” Units as large as the Pillarmen Abrams fell around them like oversized children’s toy blocks. Several crashed over the Mech itself, striking Abrams before he could fire another shot and casting him to the floor. This time, he did not show superb agility in catching onto anything, and instead was caught between wall and floor by one of the heavy, galvanized, steel crates.

      “Lieutenant!” Sebastian shouted, having danced out of the way—only to find that there was now a jagged spray of the metal blocks between him and Abrams, with the Mechanical Mech standing in its center.

      Carl pulled his pistol free and fired it, one-handed, up at the thing. He watched as bullets sprayed over it, bursting apart or bouncing off of its structure, and the creature paid the shooter absolutely no heed whatsoever.

      Instead, with slow, awkward movements caused by the way that Carl had already injured the automata, it was attempting to lean forward, down towards where Lieutenant Abrams was still crushed.

      No! Carl cursed, grabbing the edge of the nearest block as he clambered atop, firing once more before realizing that unless he was very lucky, any shots that he fired would be absolutely useless.

      The automata was raising and bringing down, in stuttering motion, its vicelike hand. It twisted a little one way and then another in jerky, hesitant motion. But even as the WarDog scrabbled towards it, its vice managed to lower and find the UTA serviceman that it was looking for, and the giant vice claws, designed for seizing and crushing boulders from Bwca’s alien rockface, started to extend . . .

      “Lieutenant! Abrams!” Carl threw himself over the last of the giant metal crates between him and his adversary, reaching up and grabbing for the only thing that had appeared to make a difference so far—the metal rod he had flung into its servomechanisms.

      “Ach!” He heard Abrams’ snarl of pain as the Mining Mech’s vice closed around the lieutenant’s chest. It was pulling him upwards with a terrible grinding and scraping noise as the lieutenant’s already-damaged suit was pulled from the debris.

      Any moment, Carl knew, and that vice hand of the terrible automata would squeeze the man from his suit with relative ease. It was built to tear rocks from the very bones of Bwca, after all—rocks that had stayed in place for easily tens of thousands of years, if not longer.

      How much resistance could the plates of one personal combat suit present, really?

      Corporal Sebastian seized the jammed metal rod.

      There was a grinding noise, and the Mech’s vice arm paused as the lieutenant snarled. A sudden gout of steam and a spray of hot liquids from the back mechanisms of the beast had affected its ability to move . . .

      Until move it did, its arm now jerking awkwardly in small gestures as it prized and teased at the Pillarman that it held onto . . .

      “Gaaah!” Abrams shouted—a raw, feral snarl of aggression at what was happening to him, at the monster before him, perhaps at the entire universe itself.

      Carl wrestled with the metal rod, but it was stuck fast, and there was no new gout of steam as he pulled at it. He could feel time running out for the lieutenant as surely as if there were a clock hanging over the man’s head.

      No. No-no-no . . . Some desperate, futile growl inside of Sebastian answered Abrams’ own. Not again. Not more of his comrades, his allies, and his brothers-in-arms were meant to die here, when he was still left alive.

      Corporal Carl Sebastian had thought himself done with the military. He had prided himself with being accusative and disrespectful to the UTA Senate and the Defense Corps in his outcast, civilian life. After all, they actively hunted down people like him. WarDogs like him. In fact, they sent people exactly like Lieutenant Abrams here—Pillarmen—to hunt down those that he had served with.

      What has the military ever done for me? another Carl, in a more leisurely time, might have asked.

      But the answer was right beside him, obvious and unavoidable in the cry of anguish from his brother Abrams. That was the thing about training and combat—and even the arguments and the conflict in barracks and squads—that no nonmilitary person ever knew. They all created that bond. Maybe it was seeing people performing at their best as well as at their worst that forged it.

      Maybe, at the end of the day, it all came down to this simple fact: that right here and now, beside him, was his lieutenant, and here they were, two humans struggling to stay alive together.

      And Carl would do anything to ensure that they continued being alive.

      With a kick of the designer chemicals that were flushing all the way through his brain down to his toes, the WarDog tensed and leapt, this time seizing the metal rod that impaled the Mining Mech and throwing his entire weight against it as he swung himself like a pendulum.

      TZZRK!

      For a terrifying moment, nothing happened—but then the metal lance suddenly gave, and there was another abrupt scream of tortured metal accompanied by the release of high-pressure steam and the spray of sparks. There was a sharp, whipping noise as some pressure-coil or cable released, slapping Carl across the shoulder as the ad hoc spear that he was holding onto instantly gave way, and he was tumbling over the metal crates and boulders on the far side of the Mining Mech.

      “Lieutenant!” Carl gasped as soon as he had stopped tumbling. He scrabbled back around—to see that the automata had dropped the Pillarman and was trying to turn on its hip . . .

      But it couldn’t. Its legs were stuck, unmoving, and there was a sheet of flame going up one side of it where sparks and lubricant or fuel had finally caught fire. The flames were quickly engulfing it, lapping up one side of its body as it attempted to move, as if to flee (if robots had any thought of fear, terror, or immolation), but it was stuck.

      Carl struggled his way between the tumbled, industrial debris and back towards where Abrams was trying to pull himself up on shaking arms underneath the burning inferno.

      “I’ve got you, sir. Come on.” The WarDog snatched up the lieutenant and hoisted him over his shoulder in one smooth gesture, turning and ducking as fire flared over them both, followed by explosive popping sounds as some vital part of the automata outgassed.

      “Give me a gun!” Abrams was snapping at him. Meanwhile, Carl fought his way clear of the field of debris, luckily stumbling across the lieutenant’s fallen rifle. The Mining Mech behind him made grinding, tortured noises, now a burning pillar of flame that was scorching the ceiling and nearby walls.

      “You can have my service pistol when we get out of here,” Carl growled as he rounded the last of the giant metal crates and ran down the avenue on the other side made by stacked walls of mining equipment. The overhead lights were flickering, but there was still enough light for Carl to see the signs for WORKFACE THIS WAY spray-painted on the floors.

      He ran for as long as his legs and shoulders could take the weight of the larger man that he held. He ran into the dark and into the guts and depths of Bwca itself.
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      “Abrams, Lieutenant.” Carl was finally starting to feel himself tire as the rush of chemicals in his system gave up. He felt his body tremble as a wave of exhaustion rolled upwards through him, and he heaved his senior officer to the wall of the darkened tunnel that they found themselves in, where Abrams slumped to the floor. The walls around them were made of a dark rock that was glossy and shining in the glare of Carl and Abrams’ suit LEDs. Every few yards or so, there would be the heavy bracketing of metal girders bracing the walls and ceiling of the rough-hewn tunnel.

      “Lights. Remember your . . . lights . . .” There was a sudden cough from the lieutenant in front of him. Carl saw him making small hand gestures to turn off his suit lights, pitching them into deeper gloom but also making sure that they didn’t announce their presence to anyone up ahead. Carl did the same, for his visor to flush with the green overlay of his suit’s night vision. It made the lieutenant look ghoulish, his eyes preternaturally bright in the murk.

      Oh frack, Sebastian growled, checking the digital overlay on the inside of his own helmet. In front of his vision, where the green tag identified Lieutenant Abrams, there was a warning orange flash as his suit registered that his comrade was compromised.

      “How bad are you hurt?” he managed to whisper as he crouched beside the much larger man. He tried not to see the fact that large sections of Abrams’ suit were crumpled and torn where the Mining Mech’s vice had started to deliver its unstoppable force.

      “. . . fine!” Abrams coughed over the public comms, his voice sounding hoarse and rough and his breathing heavy. Carl watched as the large man tried pushing himself up from where he sat before slipping back down again with a pained wince.

      “Dammit!” the lieutenant said, breathing as though it hurt.

      “Okay . . .” Carl looked at the wounded man, then at his own suit readouts—which, to be honest, weren’t reading much better than what he saw in front of him. If this were any regular mission, then he knew that someone would have called to abort already.

      But there are hostages down here somewhere, Carl thought with a flash of annoyance. Civilians. Miners. UTA personnel who did not deserve to be catapulted into the middle of a war that they had never asked for.

      Carl was stabbed with a moment of uncomfortable awareness that maybe he was referring to himself, not just the miners.

      There was a sigh from the lieutenant at his feet. “There’s an alcove up ahead,” the large man wheezed. “Get me there, and I’ll guard this entrance.”

      Okay . . . Carl started to move, accepting the offered hand to help the man up to his feet. And then it clicked what Abrams was trying to say.

      “You want me to leave you here? And for what—me to go on without you?” For a second, the idea was unthinkable, but the needs of the hostages and the dangers that they were in were also undeniable.

      “It’s what we’re here to do,” Carl heard Abrams say. “It’s the mission.”

      The WarDog nodded, agreeing. But it wasn’t just the fact that they had been given orders and it was their job to fulfill them. It was the fact that on a far more fundamental level, this was what they did. When he raised his eyes to Abrams’, he could see that the lieutenant was thinking precisely the same thing.

      “We’re here to protect them. Defend our people from the bullies.” Abrams was gasping as he pushed himself up the wall to his tottering feet. “That is all we do, at the end of the day. Defend people against the bullies.”

      Carl watched as the larger man checked his service pistol, making sure that its magazine was full and that he had another two spare magazines. Sebastian was suddenly humbled by the dedication that the man had.

      Strange, he considered for a moment. When he contrasted the image of Abrams before him with what he had thought the Pillarmen were like, before. Every ex-WarDog had regarded the black-clad hunters of the UTA military as bogeymen: expressionless, emotionless, functional creatures that might have more in common with the creations of the Fomorian Brigade than they did with humans.

      Stone cold hunters. Carl couldn’t remember how many times he had looked over his shoulder in the last few years.

      But how many times had exactly the same been said about the WarDogs?

      “Corporal?” Abrams was a few paces ahead of him and had turned back to look.

      “Sir,” Carl nodded, moving forward into the dark with a newfound respect for the big man. This is what it feels like, he remembered.

      What it felt like to be a part of a unit again.

      The pair had barely taken four steps when they heard a distant rumbling sound, accompanied by something very much like voices.

      The voices were coming from further down the tunnel and past the alcove, where it opened into a much wider avenue that crossed left-to-right from their own. Carl could see lights wavering and reflecting on the shine of metal, as well as hear the clamp of feet.

      
        
        Warning! Proximity alert!

      

      

      Carl’s suit sensors picked up their arrival, getting closer. “At least two,” Sebastian breathed. Abrams nodded, pushing himself against the bend in the wall by the opening, readying his pistol with one hand. He made a gesture with the other, as if ushering the unseen newcomers past their position.

      Carl nodded that he understood. They would try to let the group—or as much of it as possible—move past them along the joining corridor if they could before they made their move.

      The footsteps clanked closer, and the proximity sensors were only getting louder. That is, if they continue just walking past and don’t turn right up here, Carl thought. All at once, the lights in the tunnel intensified, and he was pressing himself back to the tunnel wall as the interlopers appeared.

      Miners, Carl immediately thought, as he saw that the two figures in front were not wearing the heavier reinforced carapaces of a Palacian marine. Instead, they wore the same mixture of encounter and boiler suit with a few bulked-up protective patches on the shoulders and chest like the miners they had seen when Carl and the others had first landed.

      There were two of them pushing a large cart in front of them—like the other miners had been.

      “Hey.” Carl made to move out of his hiding place just as the miners had crossed the tunnel, already raising a hand to signal to them—when Abrams shoved him violently back against the wall.

      “What?!” Carl opened and closed his mouth, asking the lieutenant silently—

      And behind the two UTA miners stalked two Palace marines.

      For a second, Carl was absolutely positive that they had been spotted by them—how could the Palacian marines miss the two Pillarmen personnel leaning against the tunnel walls opposite them?

      But apparently, they did. Maybe the Palacians had more on their minds right now. For example, making sure that these captured miners did their job even as their home ship above was being attacked by the Abelard—one of the fastest, deadliest, and most advanced attack ships that the United Terran Alliance had in their fleet.

      Carl felt a spasm of something in his chest for a moment as he held his breath. Not fear precisely (the old WarDog knew what fear and terror felt like by now. After a while, those feelings almost started to lose their meaning as you learned to welcome them like old friends . . .). No, this was a ripple of something giddy like anxiety or excitement. Abrams held him back for one second, two seconds, then . . .

      “Silent. Go!” Abrams mouthed the words at him as he released the WarDog, miming a zipped lip and pointing to the two Palacians.

      Carl did not need another explanation of what he had to do. He padded forward as silently and quickly as he could down the tunnel, taking first one step and then another to the edge of the tunnel, then . . .

      Sebastian knew that he had only seconds before their own suit sensors would register him at this near range. Any camouflage or stealth tech that Pillarmen suits had installed just wasn’t going to be enough to hide him.

      He sprang out into the main tunnel, seeing the backs of the two Palacian marines and the rear of their large reinforced armor suits ahead of him. He still had his marine rifle in his hands, which he was raising in a two-handed grip.

      He could have shot them, Carl supposed. But that would mean shooting people in the back, and that just wasn’t the sort of WarDog or the sort of infantryman that he was.

      And anyway, knowing his luck, he presumed that the bullets would only go straight through the Palacians and hit the very people that he was trying to save!

      So he lunged forward with one step, a hop, and . . .

      One of the marines must have been alerted by their suit sensors as they started to turn in surprise to look behind them.

      Just as the butt of Carl’s rifle hit them in the side of the helmet with all the force that he could muster.

      The first Palacian marine went down, and the other was already half turned and had raised their own weapon by the time that Carl had swung his rifle down to level it point-blank at the marine’s chest.

      “I wouldn’t,” Carl growled, as the Palacian in front of him froze. His eyes flickered behind Carl to where Abrams was also stepping, a lot slower than Carl had, out of the tunnel exit and leveling his own pistol down at the other Palacian too.

      Carl could see a stubbled face on the inside of the Palacian visor in front of him, eyes glaring as he gritted his teeth. Not too young, Carl thought. Old enough to have seen combat before, perhaps to have even been a part of the old Hostilities.

      “Two of you? Where’s the rest?” the Palacian said, and Carl could see the man take a breath.

      “Don’t!” The WarDog stepped forward, ramming the barrel of his rifle under the man’s chin where the softer rubber seal between helmet and main mantle was. “Drop your weapon!” he snarled.

      Maybe there was something in the vehemence with which he spoke, because the Palacian tensed for only a brief second before there was a clatter as his rifle fell to the floor.

      “You won’t win, Terran,” the Palacian marine sneered at him. Carl forced the man to turn around before finding some self-locking ties at his belt. “We’ve got the base. We’ve got the entire base, and we’ve got . . .”

      “Shut up, brah!” said the other Palacian marine on the floor, already with his hands tied behind his back by the wheezing Abrams.

      Carl’s hostage suddenly fell silent, and the WarDog cast a look between the two men, then at Abrams. “What have you got? Do you mean those Mining Mechs? Because we’ve already dealt with that one.” He sneered at him.

      “Much better than cheap UTA trash!” the Palacian marine said. “You’ll see. You’ll see!”

      “I said shut up!” the other Palacian growled at him, finally getting his comrade to fall silent despite how much Carl glared at him and tried to imagine the worst thing that could be coming their way. Something that would make the Palacians not even worried about the fact that the Abelard was up there and was coming for them . . .

      “Fomorians?” he asked sternly. “Is that it?”

      There was a flicker of response from the Palacian’s eyes which proved what Carl had suspected. There are Fomorian Brigades down here. Maybe that even explained why the Palacians had decided to start the war here of all places—some backwards to nowhere mining world in the middle of frontier space.

      Is it a field test? A real one this time. Fomorians versus the best that the UTA had to offer, a proof of concept?

      “How many? Where are your forces stationed?” Carl demanded of the Palacian immediately. “Where are the hostages?”

      The Palacian marine in front of him just sneered back in a slow wolflike smile and said nothing.

      Anger surged through Carl as he grabbed the man by his shoulders and shoved him hard against the tunnel wall. “Tell me!” he roared into the man’s visor. The WarDog’s own aches and pains fell away at the same time that his anger started to rise. Sebastian could feel the hammer and thud of his own heartbeat, and that sound was wiping everything else away as he gripped onto the Palacian fiercely.

      “Carl! Sebastian!” It was Abrams, one gauntleted hand on his shoulder pulling him back from the Palacian. The WarDog half snarled and blinked in irate confusion at the lieutenant for a moment before the anger cleared, and Carl could hear his superior officer talking to him once more.

      “There’s no time for that, Corporal!” Abrams was saying, nodding to one side where the two UTA miners were still waiting awkwardly a few yards away. “We need to get them to safety. Them. And they might be able to give us answers to our questions.”

      “Hmm,” Carl croaked. Still, even with all of the sense that Abrams was making, it was hard for Carl to tear himself away from his target. He agreed, conceptually at least, that this was what had to happen—and that it would do no good to get into a fight with this Palacian right here. Especially when there were who-knew-how-many other UTA hostages in danger at the same time.

      But none of that calm reasoning stopped Sebastian from turning back around and slamming the butt of his rifle on the side of the Palacian’s helmet all the same, for the man to collapse to unconsciousness at his feet.

      “Dear stars, Corporal,” Abrams was gasping a little wearily. Carl moved to grab the unconscious Palacian and lift him up, dumping him in the empty cart that the miners had been pushing before he turned to the next Palacian too.

      “No trouble, no trouble!” the second Palacian said and probably would have lifted his hands in a peace gesture if they weren’t already tied behind his back.

      “Damn right, no trouble.” Carl seized him, too, and dumped him in the open mining cart. Large, metal, industrial, and presumably designed for carrying metals and rock ores, it was plenty strong enough for people, Carl thought. He proceeded to shove the entire box up the passageway that they had just come down.

      “It won’t stop them from being discovered, but it might buy us a little time.” Carl turned back to the others, gasping now, and saw the looks on the faces of the UTA miners. They appeared wide-eyed and more than a little scared of him.

      “What?” Carl said self-consciously. “I didn’t shoot them, did I?”
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      “They’ve almost gotten the last of it out,” said one of the Bwca miners in the dark, their voice husky with worry and fear.

      The two miners, the Pillarman, and the WarDog crouched at the entrance to a rough-hewn, rocky cavern. Its walls were blacker than they were silver because the last of the iridium deposits on Bwca had almost been completely mined.

      The small group had turned all of their suit lights off, and they tried to remain as still as possible to not trigger the Palacian’s sensors. Their tunnel was narrow but opened out onto a cavern that was strangely formed: stands of rock had been left throughout to hold the walls, making the space ahead appear like a hall with many pillars.

      And many marines, Carl noted, as his eyes moved over to see the next two-person squad of the UTA’s adversaries moving through the dark. They were hurrying, carrying their rifles across their chests. They barked and pushed at a group of four Bwca miners, who were pushing more carts of iridium to the far corner of the room.

      “Get a move on! Hurry up!” Carl could hear the growl and shout of the Palacian marines over the public broadcast frequency. Since everyone was inside suits, the Palacians clearly had to resort to public transmissions to be able to order the UTA miners around.

      Carl breathed out slowly, letting the tension that he felt gradually build up in his limbs, waiting like a hunting dog ready to spring. So far, they had seen six Palacian marines—and with the two in the tunnel and then the two that they had seen at the entrance, that made ten: a squad, perfectly functional for a strike operation.

      But they have a whole Palacian gunboat up there? Carl was thinking as he watched their movements. The enemy marines appeared to be moving carts loaded with the silvery, metallic ore from various parts of the mine to another location and doing so with urgency.

      Is that really enough iridium to start a war over? Carl was thinking as he watched the Palacians and the captured miners disappear into a tunnel opening.

      Then again—did Palace ever really need a reason to start a war? He considered. He knew the history of the Hostilities between their two peoples. That the Palacians had been a colony that had gone rogue almost fifteen years ago now. An ex-UTA general had set herself up as a self-appointed queen with the help of a mutinous fleet and a whole bunch of mercenaries. Queen Mia had an ideology for a new Eden: a new Earth that she was going to create and populate with “the worthy.”

      Of course, the Terran Alliance couldn’t just allow their generals to start their own colonies here, there, and everywhere—the cohesion of the human race was at risk. But then, when Queen Mia had also started attacking frontier worlds, the Terrans had been forced to act.

      And thus, the Three World Offensive began, and the rest of the Palace-Terran Hostilities . . .

      But even so. Even after every atrocity and tragedy that had been committed during the war years—and even though this was all in the Palacian playbook, as it were—Carl was still struggling to believe that their enemy would start a new intergalactic war just for the sake of one world’s iridium.

      Carl winced, switching over to the private channel between himself and Lieutenant Abrams.

      “I still don’t get it,” he whispered, sharing his concerns with the larger man crouched against the wall behind him.

      “That’s the Palacians for you. Crazy.” Abrams shrugged, bringing up his service revolver before leaning forward to tap on the miner’s shoulder and gesturing into the cavern.

      Carl watched as the miner raised and flared both hands, then one on its own. Fifteen digits equaled fifteen people. Fifteen more UTA miners, and their man was pointing down one side of the cavern towards their location.

      Just as there was a flicker from the overhead lights of the cavern below.

      Bwca’s mining lights were large, LED-bright lights that were strung throughout the cavern by lengths of wire. Carl turned to watch them flicker once more—and then, all of a sudden, they went out, plunging the scene ahead into eerie darkness.

      “They’ve done it!” Abrams was saying. He whispered fiercely over their private channel, “Tucker? Mendiata?”

      “Lieutenant sir, we’re at the engine reactor, have disabled the Palacian guards, and shut down the site, but there’s something else . . .”

      “What is it?” Carl heard Abrams say as his suit speakers picked up the sudden sound of running feet, metal on rock. Lights flared across their view as Palace marines appeared—three of them running forwards out of the murk before skidding to a halt and making exaggerated gestures to each other. They must be arguing—but on their own private suit channels.

      “It was the power relays, sir . . .” Tucker was continuing as Carl watched the Palacian marines back and forth.

      “There was something else. A secondary power relay, diverting power to another installation,” Tucker was saying.

      “What do you mean? What are the Palacians up to?!” Abrams asked.

      Just ahead of them, Carl saw the group of Palacian marines instantly stop their arguments, freezing and looking up one of the passageways. The WarDog hadn’t heard anything, so he assumed that they must have received some sort of order over their suit channels that he was not a party to. He grumbled to himself that they had to find a way to break Palacian transmissions if they wanted to know what was going on.

      “The secondary power source didn’t come from the Palacians, Lieutenant,” Technical Specialist Tucker was saying. “It was built into the Bwca system. Hardwired at the same time that they built the mine. It was us.”

      “What?” Carl heard Abrams asking—as the reason for the Palacian’s sudden misgivings became apparent before him—and no less than four of the Fomorian Brigade loped into view.

      “Sir!” Carl hissed, thumping the larger man to alert him. He felt his teeth grind together. Fomorians. The deadliest of the Palacian troops, and Carl (and the entirety of Pillarman Team One) had never faced more than one at a time . . . until now.

      They looked humanoid, of course—since underneath their metallic plate skins, they were indeed humans. Or had been, once. The tops of their heads were entirely covered in the gray-white metal of a sort of skullcap, completely eclipsing eyes and nose and decorated with nublike horns. Perversely, instead of a full, head-protecting helmet like every other mammal had to wear in such an environment, the Fomorians clearly had skin visible on either side of the breathing apparatus over their mouths—as the xenomutation that they were infected with must be somehow allowing them to withstand the terrible, icy temperatures of Bwca.

      That was the key to their awfulness, Carl knew from seeing how they had been created on the distant world of Teilhard. These were people—Palacians, presumably—who had either volunteered or been willingly infected with the xenomutation, causing the metal-like armor to cover and fuse into their flesh as well as give them strength, endurance, and insane speed.

      They weren’t just biological soldiers, however. Each one had a rotary gun, a multiple barrel version of a marine rifle that fired smaller bullets but a whole lot more of them at any one time. Carl could see things that could be vents or sensor ports throughout the Fomorians body. They were not just genetically engineered; they had been mechanically engineered too.

      “The Bwca mining facility has a secret facility underneath it, sir. That is what the secondary power source was leading to,” the technical specialist was saying as the four Fomorians brought themselves to a silent, abrupt halt in front of the Palacians.

      Carl saw the Palacians look at each other, look at the Fomorians, and one stepped forward to attempt to speak to their fellow “soldiers.”

      “You’re saying we have a secret base here on Bwca? The UTA?” Abrams was asking—just as the Fomorian Brigade burst into action, raising their arms to fire against their own, and all hell broke loose beneath them . . .
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      “Back! Down!” Abrams was hissing as he and Carl grabbed at the Terran Miners and pulled them deeper into the tunnel, out of the way of possible stray bullets. There was a tangle of limbs and body parts as Carl covered the nearest miner with his own body, turning his head back to see what was happening.

      At least three of the Palacian marines were already on the floor, leaving only two still alive—although one of those was crawling on hands and knees, while the other was engaged in a struggle with one of the Fomorians.

      “What are you doing?! What are your orders?!” The shouts of the struggling marine suddenly cut into the public transmission.

      “Do we fight?!” Carl hissed at Abrams, readying himself to move forward.

      “No! We can’t take them all. We have the miners with us!” Abrams cut him off with a snarl of a voice. Carl turned back to look at the massacre happening straight in front of them.

      The hybrid soldiers didn’t even look scratched from the encounter, Carl thought in horror. One of the Fomorian Brigade jumped forward, landing on the back of the crawling marine with an awful finality. At the same time, there was a quick movement as the Palacian marine wrestling their counterpart suddenly lost the battle.

      Carl Sebastian watched the marine suddenly still, and the Fomorian dropped them as carelessly as if they were a ragdoll to the cavern floor below.

      A growl surged its way through the WarDog’s body, welling up from somewhere in the very depths of his being at the callous cruelty that these strange, new types of soldiers offered any who stood in their way.

      Did they even have feelings?

      Were they human at all anymore?

      Carl did not have answers to these questions. But he did have the strong hand of Abrams on his shoulder, supporting him, reassuring him—and holding him back.

      “We can’t let them—” Carl managed to growl at his commanding officer. Strange, a small and detached part of himself thought—how he could care so much for Palacian lives. Maybe it was seeing the way that these were being treated like meat, in just the way that his own squad had been by them . . .

      “Wait, Sebastian. That’s an order,” Abrams said, and the tone in his voice would brook no disagreement.

      And so, Carl waited. And he watched. No sooner had the four members of the Fomorian Brigade killed their own troops then they turned, flocklike, in the direction of a particular tunnel and started to jog forwards.

      “Ach!”

      There was a grunt of surprise, shock even, from the UTA miners that they were attempting to shield.

      “They know.” Carl turned to look very seriously at them. Not angrily, but in a completely serious way, he asked, “What is down there? Why have you got a secret power supply on Bwca?”

      The first miner shook his head, trying to clearly back out of any explanations.

      “I need to know.” Lieutenant Abrams surprised Sebastian by backing him up. “I’m here to save the rest of your work team. And I need to know what the Palacians came here for if I am going to do that.”

      It was the second miner who swallowed, opened his mouth.

      “All I know is that . . .”

      “We signed contracts!” the first miner urged the second to silence.

      “They’re Pillarmen!” the second pointed out. “If they aren’t privy to state secrets, then who is?!”

      I’m not technically a Pillarman, Carl thought, but he didn’t share this clarification with them as the second miner continued talking.

      “Look, this really is an iridium mine, I promise,” the first UTA miner turned around to hiss at the two servicemen. “But there’s always been another facility here too.” Carl watched as the miner pointed in the direction that the Fomorians had jogged. “I don’t know the specifics. People like us never had access, but I know that they had visits from scientists every few cycles or so. I think it was some kind of laboratory. Physics or chemicals or something.”

      “A laboratory?” Carl made a grim face at Abrams. “Surely we’ve had enough of those already?”

      But it also might be the real reason why the Pillarmen had been sent here, too. Why the Palacians had come here.

      Abrams was screwing his eyes into a tight wince as Carl saw him trying to think through what to do. “Our orders are to save the hostages,” he said quickly. “And with the Palacian marines out of the way, then they might be free of guards. We get the hostages out first, then we see if we can stop the Fomorians.”

      Carl nodded, and Abrams turned to the freed Bwca miners. “Wait here. Stay down. Stay out of sight. If any Palacians, or those others, turn up—run for the surface.”

      Carl heard the two miners agreeing. He turned to look back into the dark of the cavern. He could no longer see where the Fomorians had gone, but there was a vague, brighter patch in the murk that must be the distant gleam of their own body lights. He moved when Lieutenant Abrams told him to, of course, padding down into the cavern carefully and moving in a different direction from where the Fomorians had gone—but he could almost feel the Fomorians somewhere out there in the dark.

      The dangerous threat of them radiated to him psychically, and every WarDog sense that Carl had could feel it. He turned and loped after Abrams to rescue what was left of the Bwca Miners.
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        * * *

      

      “Straight up ahead,” Abrams was saying as they rounded one of the pillars and moved into a circle of light.

      Suit light.

      And faces. A lot of panicked, wide-eyed faces looking up at the sudden interlopers from where they sat on the floor of the cave. The Palacians had gathered the remaining fifteen miners here in the middle of this cave. They sat on the floor, caught in the gleam of suit lights from two Palacian marines guarding them, standing a few yards away.

      Frack! Carl registered as the Palacians raised their rifles over the heads of their charges—straight at Abrams and himself.

      “CLEAR!” Abrams shouted, not stopping as he leapt to one side. He moved surprisingly fast despite his bulk and his injuries.

      Carl barely had time to react before the bullets started hitting the rock in a malevolent spray around him. He kicked himself in a savage leap to one side and in the opposite direction from Abrams to split their fire. He corkscrewed through the air before hitting the ground, rolled . . .

      And was vaguely surprised that he didn’t die.

      He rolled again into a crouch, lifting his rifle up. Then he saw that one of the Palacian guards had fallen already. Was Abrams really that quick?!

      No—there was the lieutenant, already surging to his feet and about to jump on the still-standing marine . . . The marine that was even now turning his rifle in Abrams’ direction.

      Carl snap-fired, jumping up as he did. Only one shot, and he wasn’t even sure that one bullet would do much damage to the military defense suit that the Palacian was wearing. But he couldn’t fire more than that with a crowd of people sitting between them.

      Dammit!

      The shot struck, turning the marine around with the impact. The Palacian returned fire, flinging bullets up across the wall—a second before Abrams tackled him to the ground.

      The other one! Carl turned back to face the place where the disappearing marine had gone, only to see that he was already on the floor, held there by a group of the hostages themselves.

      “Clear! Clear!” Carl shouted as he jumped forward, leveling his rifle. The hostages fell back and away—and the Palacian marine was staring up at him in horror.

      “Don’t even think about it.” Corporal Sebastian leveled his rifle at him, clenching his teeth as he studied the man’s muscles. Any twitch of a movement towards his gun would have been the end for him—but the Palacian clearly had more sense than that. Slowly, very slowly, the man raised his hands up in the universal gesture of defeat. Carl nodded to the miners to take his gun as he proceeded to tie the man’s hands together.

      “Keep him secure, but see that he comes to no harm,” Carl said heavily. His heart thumped with the action as he slowly turned to see that Abrams had already secured his own man.

      “Lieutenant?” he asked on the private suit channel.

      “What is it? Tucker and Mendiata are on their way,” Abrams said. He detached his own water flask and handing it to the nearest of the Bwca Miners.

      “They came out of nowhere . . . First a blip on navigation, and then they were landing on the surface!” Carl could hear the worried voices of the UTA personnel, doubled and layered over the public suit microphones as well.

      “There’s a lot of them,” Carl whispered, moving his eyes to cover the conglomeration of human bodies. “Too many for our vehicle . . .”

      “Yeah, I see that.” Carl saw the lieutenant wince. “But the Abelard will be coming. She’s right above us—and there must be more UTA gunboats on the way.”

      Carl hissed through his teeth. That could take too long. And considering that their suits were on stealth mode, all of the long-range radar systems were out—so that they had no way of knowing what was happening to the Abelard above them.

      It could have been crippled or even destroyed for all that they knew (although, on consideration of its tech, Carl really doubted it).

      And what if the Palacian gunboat decided to fire on the Bwca facility?

      And worse still than that was the question of who else—or what else—was down here in the tunnels with them.

      “It’s not just the Abelard, sir. You know what I’m talking about. The Fomorians.” Carl’s eyes focused and held onto the lieutenant’s. “We’ve seen them go ahead without any concern for the consequences,” Sebastian growled, thinking of the singular Fomorian on Teilhard and on the Harmony-1. “They don’t stop. They just attack. And kill. And they keep on doing it until they are put down.”

      Abrams was silent for a moment longer before he nodded. “I hear you. But what can we do? You’ve said yourself that we can’t get them off planet yet. Not until reinforcements arrive, anyway.”

      Carl flickered his eyes towards the entrance to this part of the mine, the same way that they had come through, and which led back to the secret UTA laboratory.

      And the Fomorians.

      “Sir, I think you know what we have to do. I’m suggesting we split our forces. Some to move the miners to the furthest part of the mine,” the corporal said.

      “And the others?” Abrams grunted his question. It wasn’t really a question. Carl got the impression that the lieutenant already knew what he was going to suggest.

      “They have to try and counter the Fomorians. Destroy them if we can, hold them back and lead them away if we must,” Carl said as a terrible certainty fell over his shoulders.

      “It’s the only thing we can do,” Carl heard himself say. So far, he hadn’t seen the Fomorian Brigade retreat or be recalled. He hadn’t seen any reserve Palacian troops come to their rescue or pull them out. The Pillarmen, the miners, and the WarDog were stuck down here with the murderous hybrids until one side won.

      “Agreed.” Abrams surprised him by giving a curt nod. “I’m going to get Tucker here to escort the miners. He’s the one with the best technical knowledge of this place—and Mendiata will meet us at the entrance to the laboratory.”

      “Sir, is that . . . ?” Carl started to say, looking pointedly at the man’s already crumpled suit—but one look from the superior officer silenced him. Abrams, it seemed, was not the sort to back down from a fight.

      “Get ready to move out, Corporal,” Lieutenant Abrams said heavily.
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      “Whatever is up there, we do it clean.” Abrams’ voice was gruff in Carl’s ear as they met Specialist Mendiata at the tunnel turning towards the secret facility, and he outlined the plan of attack.

      Carl wondered if he could sense a slight hiss of pain in the man’s voice.

      Is he going to be up to this? The thought crossed Carl’s mind, but there was no time to argue since the lieutenant was already leading the way.

      “Sweep and clear every room, every corridor. By the book,” Abrams said, and Carl wondered if his relying on protocol was an asset or a weakness.

      “And when we come across one of those frackers?” Carl grumbled as they stood up, turning to the darkened corridor up ahead. When, he was sure to say, not if.

      “Do what we always do, Corporal,” Abrams replied aggressively. “Fill ’em full of lead until they stop complaining.”

      “Boo-yah!” Mendiata said in a mutter under her breath. She had already raised her rifle and was sighting down the corridor of rocks. It was clear to Carl that the shorter and ferocious specialist must have once been in the marines before being handpicked for the Pillarmen special forces.

      “Can’t we, like, draw them away?” Carl murmured under his breath as he followed the other two. Either they didn’t catch what he said or they chose to ignore it.

      The rock avenue before them was wide enough for all three to walk abreast, and its walls were humped and curved with outcrops of shiny jags and corners of the cut rock. It curved slowly around to the left where there was a dim light coming towards them.

      “Nothing on movement,” Carl heard Mendiata whisper. He instinctively checked his own suit’s holo overlay to see that nothing was indeed calling for his attention.

      They approached the curve, and Abrams and Carl flattened against the wall. Then the lieutenant nodded at Mendiata to do the honors.

      “Three, two, and . . .” Abrams counted her down, nodding as Mendiata swung out around the corner, rifle lowered.

      “Frack!” they heard her hiss, just as her rifle burst into fire—and was answered by a rattle of gunshots.

      “Specialist!” Abrams called, speedily moving forward. Mendiata threw herself back around the corner. The opposite side of the wall was bursting with sparks of bullets, and the front of Mendiata’s suit was smoking from impact marks.

      Carl didn’t have to ask what had caused it. He stepped forward as Abrams was dragging Mendiata back, snapping around the corner, raising his rifle . . .

      Fomorian!

      The Palacian hybrid had already gotten to the corner of the tunnel, and Carl found himself facing it at almost point-blank range. Its dark gray body loomed like a solid wall ahead of him as he saw its half-encased head twitch towards him.

      Carl pulled the trigger.

      There was a sudden screech of tortured metal as the Fomorian fell backwards under the hail of bullets.

      “Fomorian, dead ahead!” Carl shouted. He realized that the hybrid had apparently been protecting the entranceway to what must have been the secret facility. Behind it, the corridor appeared to end in a rockfall, partially obscuring a metal door leading into a lit room.

      There was a scrape of metal on rock ahead of Carl as the Fomorian attempted to get up. Carl opened fire at it once again with his rifle, flinging it over and back against the rockfall.

      “Why didn’t the scanners pick it up?!” Abrams was snarling as he rounded the corner, “Sebastian—clear!” he shouted.

      Carl jumped to one side as the Fomorian tried to lift his arm-mounted rotary gun.

      “Down!” Abrams snarled, turning his fire instead to the roof above the Fomorian.

      
        
        Alert!

      

      

      Carl’s visor flashed with orange warnings as he felt the hammer of bullets winging his suit. It engaged his panic, which in turn, engaged his designer biochemicals. He hit the floor, rolling, feeling at least two knocks against his legs and shoulder like someone had swung a hammer at him.

      And then an almighty crack, as if the entire world of Bwca was being rent apart. A shock wave shook the ground and the corporal where he lay, followed by a plume of rock dust.

      How bad am I hurt? he was thinking as he saw the flashing warning signs of his suit (which were trying to tell him just how badly crumpled several of his suit plates were). But there were no terrible, shooting pains in his body, so Carl was sure that none of the rounds fired by the Fomorian had gotten through.

      He felt his heart hammer once again, and an electric sort of energy ran through his body as his synthetic chemicals got to work.

      “Is it down?!” he heard Specialist Mendiata hissing as she emerged from around the corner, leaning against the wall and panting. She cast an eye ahead of them. She was clearly injured from being caught in the spray of bullets. She was still on her feet—but only barely.

      The rockfall had nearly become a landslide, with a spread and spray of rock that now reached all the way to Lieutenant Abrams’ boots. Carl looked past to see that there was a metal-clad arm half visible, still reaching out of the rockfall.

      And Carl saw its fingers twitch, slowly curling and uncurling.

      “Holy . . .” Mendiata breathed as she looked down at it. “How much rock is on top of it?!”

      “Enough to keep it busy for the moment,” Carl snarled as he struggled to his feet, nodding towards Abrams. “Quick thinking, sir.”

      “It looked like the only thing that might slow it down,” Abrams growled before nodding to the now half-covered opening. “We haven’t got much time. The other three must have heard the trouble.”

      Then why aren’t they already here by now? Carl wondered as he started towards the rock pile, scrambling and scrabbling over it to get to the narrow opening. A peek inside showed him what appeared to be a wide room, well lit, with green-hued, light-on-white tiles.

      “Looks like a laboratory all right,” Carl grumbled, before pushing himself inside.
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      Three more. Three more, Carl was thinking as his boots hit the tiled surface of the inner room. He looked around warily.

      The laboratory room was in the shape of an oval, lined in tiles on the walls and floor, save for a door at one end and large frosted windows.

      “Windows?” Carl heard Abrams’ voice behind him as the lieutenant was the next to crunch into the room. “What is there to look out onto deep in the rock?”

      “Let’s take a look,” Carl said, walking up to the middle screen of glass to wipe a hand over its surface.

      To see that the windows looked out onto a long room on the other side filled with a greenish light.

      “A pool?!” Carl frowned.

      It wasn’t a light, it was a liquid, filling a tiled pool in the middle of the room. Something hit Carl’s memory. He was sure that he had seen something like this—that exact same shade of color before—but when?

      “The miners said it was some sort of laboratory. Maybe that’s where they mix up mining chemicals or something,” Abrams grunted. He turned back to the rest of the room.

      Maybe, Carl thought. But the Palacians seemed to have been awfully intent on taking this place, hadn’t they? His gaze swept to the door.

      “Lieutenant?” he asked. “You seeing what I’m seeing?”

      “It has to be them,” Abrams was saying.

      The door out had been broken open, showing that the last people to come here must have almost torn it from its hinges.

      It has to be the Fomorians, Carl thought.

      He moved to the door opening. There, on the other side, was blood. He was looking into a corridor that was shorter on one side where it must meet the pool room and longer on the other. But there was a smear of blood on the floor along with a fine mist of blood globules still hanging in the air, leading to the first body.

      Of a Fomorian.

      “What?!” It was Mendiata, limping into the corridor behind them. “Who—or what could do that?”

      “Specialist!” Abrams snapped at her. “You can barely walk! I order you to stand down on this one!”

      Mendiata looked the lieutenant up and down. “It’s not like you’re in much better shape, sir.”

      “Specialist,” Abrams snarled. “That’s an order. Wait here! Keep an eye on comms traffic.”

      “Comms traffic,” Specialist Mendiata sneered scornfully, but Carl noticed that she did indeed do what she had been told and limped back to the first tiled room, leaving the two to their investigation.

      The Fomorian ahead had been—somewhat gruesomely, Carl thought—torn limb from limb. This one did not still move or twitch as the one outside did, however. It was clearly and indisputably dead.

      Clang!

      
        
        Alert! Warning! Proximity alert!

      

      

      There was a sudden crash from further up the corridor, past the body of the Fomorian and the door at the far end.

      “I think whatever killed it must be that,” Carl said as Abrams broke into a stride forwards.

      “Wait!” Carl heard Mendiata call out, hovering by the open doorway to the corridor. “Are you sure that is a good idea? Do we really want to engage with whatever can tear apart a Fomorian like it is breaking sticks?”

      “Maybe we want to shake whatever it is by the hand and give it a damn job!” Abrams countered in a croak. “Orders, Specialist! I can’t afford to lose you as well,” he said as both he and Carl reached the open door. Each man slid to the sides of the door and breathed hard as they heard the unmistakeable sounds of fighting on the inside. There were gunshots. There was the sound of smashing metal.

      But no shouts and screaming, Carl thought. At least—not on any open public frequency or picked up by the suits’ microphones . . .

      Carl hazarded a look, to witness on the other side of the door a room filled with what appeared to be scientific machinery. There were great tubes and pipes running the length and breadth of the room, leading and attaching into machines that turned or shook, with steel bins atop them. Beyond these stood white metal cabinets with depressed alcoves that were alight with electronic dials and readings.

      But despite the technical wizardry that was all around, it was the vision of the two fighters that drew Carl and Abrams’ eye. They were looking at two Fomorians, apparently attempting to tear each other apart.

      “What?!” Carl hissed.
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        Warning! Enemy detected!

      

      

      Carl’s suit was trying to warn him that there was something dangerous afoot. But he was fully capable of seeing that with his own eyes as there was another swing of a rotary-mounted arm and another spray of bullets breaking across machines.

      The two Fomorians appeared to be well matched, similar in almost every respect—with the same almost-natural plates over their bodies that had been augmented and assisted by metals and wires. They had carved out a space in the middle of the room, machines and tables thrown aside as they fought—and already, Carl could see the costs of their fight.

      One appeared to favor one leg, lurching to the side as it attempted to swing its fist towards the other—only for its opponent to block the arm with another mighty fist. The hybrid’s adversary was similarly wounded, the plates visibly ripped and torn from its trunk and back.

      “What are they doing?!” Carl whispered, although the answer appeared to be obvious. Why would be a better question.

      
        
        Proximity! Movement detected.

      

      

      Carl’s suit suddenly zeroed in on something moving at the far end of the room between the machines. His suit blipped again, and he saw a pastel-blue encounter suit—the same color that the UTA miners of Bwca had—but also with a white stripe along the shoulders and legs.

      Science or Medical? Carl struggled to remember all of the color designations. Either way, there was a figure over there in UTA fatigues, and they were attempting to stay down and out of the way of the flying bullets. The figure risked poking a head up—for Carl to catch a glimpse of a wrinkled face behind a sleek helmet visor.

      “Lieutenant? You seeing that?” he registered.

      “I got it.” Abrams made to move, but there was a sudden lurch from the two combatants, and he had to duck back again.

      “I’m clear!” Carl said, thinking that he could spy a route that led around his side down one avenue of machines.

      “I’ll see if I can find them on UTA channels. Go!” Abrams said as Carl moved, staying low in a crawl to try and keep the machines between him and the fighting Fomorians.

      
        
        Warning! Proximity—

      

      

      He managed to scramble the length of the first strange machine just before his suit bleated in alarm. The entire machine at his shoulder shook as one of the Fomorians was thrown against it.

      Frack! Carl froze. Seconds later, there was another crash as the other Fomorian must have hurled itself at the first.

      Why are they fighting? I thought they were beyond such human emotions? Carl thought as he held his rifle close to his chest. He wondered if now was the time to use it.

      “Keep going, Sebastian—they’re moving off!” He heard Abrams directing him as the hammering stopped, and Carl rolled across the gap to the next machine and slid to a halt.

      “Lieutenant?” he breathed, looking ahead. He couldn’t see where the older scientist or medic was anymore. It was hard to know which way was which at ground level.

      “First left—go!” Abrams said as Carl got to the end. He flickered a look over to see that one of the Fomorians was rising from the floor, and the other was leaping into a flying knee strike towards it.

      Carl moved, crawling past the opening.

      “Immediate right! Right!” Abrams said urgently, but Carl looked to see that there was no right. There was only a narrow crawlway underneath a bed of the pipes.

      It was the best that he had, Carl realized. He knew that he had to trust the lieutenant implicitly, so he pushed forward to squeeze under the pipes, just before—

      CRASH!

      
        
        Warning! Suit impact!

      

      

      There was a sudden crash against the pipes as one of the Fomorian bodies was thrown against them. Carl grunted in pain as the pipes crunched severely downwards against the WarDog, metal impacting against metal and compressing against the man’s body within.

      “Corporal!” He could hear Abrams voice calling to him, but Carl was having trouble breathing.

      No, not like this! He gritted his teeth as his suit microphones picked up the tortured squeals of metals, mixed with the sudden whams and thumps of the fighting above.

      “Corporal—I’m coming to you!” The lieutenant’s voice was one of tight alarm, but Carl hissed his reply as the pipe trapping him vibrated and shook.

      “No! No, they’ll kill you!” he demanded, feeling the pressure sharply increase on his chest—and with it, the spark of his strange body chemicals as he swore that his hearing and eyesight flushed sharper. His bloodstream was flushed with compounds not seen outside of any lab as the pain abruptly diminished, and the ringing in the WarDog’s ears disappeared.

      His breathing was still tight, but somehow, he was significantly less worried as he held onto his breath and eked it out for far longer than was natural.

      I can do this. I have to do this. He braced his hands against the sides of the pipe above him, feeling the reverberations of the fighting and the pummeling above as he took tiny sips of breath and then pushed . . .

      “Hss!” Carl could feel the effort rippling through his body, across his shoulders and chest, and down his arms. His muscles contorted, tightened, and his defense suit—as damaged as it was—started to help him. He could feel the mechanical pistons, pulleys, and hidden servomechanisms locking into place and lending their automated strength to his own. His body felt hot and electric as he felt the pipes start to adjust and lift . . .

      “Holy stars—you’re lifting them!” he heard Abrams whisper. “Pipes and Fomorian both!”

      That’s kinda the idea! Carl did not have the breath or the time to say. He pushed up a little more, winning for himself a short shelf of space . . .

      “The Fomorian on top of you is taking a pounding. I don’t think it’ll last long—” Abrams was announcing.

      Good, Carl thought as he felt the pipe scrape against itself, appearing to hold its own weight momentarily. One Fomorian down will mean only one to deal with.

      There was a gap, so he threw out one gauntlet and grabbed onto the leg of one of the machines and dragged himself across . . .

      
        
        Warning!

      

      

      His suit blared the warning. His visor lit up with brilliant, orange flashes as the warning arrived at the same time the bullets did. One of the Fomorians above clearly still had bullets left in their rotary arm gun, and there was a cascade of small lightning flashes behind him, along with the sound of hammering on the pipes as they fired.

      “Argh!” Carl growled in frustration and anger as he attempted to pull himself faster under the body of the machine pipes. None of the bullets were making their way through to him, and he now had his head and shoulders out on the far side of the machines.

      When the pipe that he was pulling himself from under suddenly started to fracture.

      
        
        Warning! Unknown contaminant . . .

      

      

      Carl and the Fomorians were completely surrounded by the hissing of a lurid, green steam escaping from the pipes. The WarDog felt the temperature of his outer suit start to rise, but the alarms that his personal combat suit was giving him were not ones of imminent danger, just of the strange contamination that had covered parts of his suit as he kicked and scrabbled.

      “Sebastian? Carl?! Report!” Abrams was saying as Carl dragged himself free and scrabbled behind the next line of pipes, thumping his back against them and only now realizing that he had lost his rifle under there.

      Damn, damn, dammit! He breathed through his frustration as the battle continued to rage several yards behind him, and he took the opportunity to look down at his suit.

      The steam had coalesced on his suit into a green liquid—just like the liquid in the pool, the man thought—but as he looked at it, he could see it bubbling and evaporating just as quickly. Whatever it was, it wasn’t affecting the outer, layered metals of his suit at all, and so right now, Carl could only assume that it wasn’t the immediate threat.

      “Lieutenant, I’m good. A bit dented, but good,” Carl said, his eyes flickering forwards, looking up the line of machines to where he could see the hunched figure of the scientist lying curled on the floor in a ball.

      “Target identified. I’m going for them,” he said urgently.

      “Quickly, Corporal. One of the Fomorians is on its last legs, and now there’s some strange chemical bubbling into the air,” Abrams was saying.

      “Got it, sir.” Carl took a deep breath (which was a relief after his chest had been so tightly constricted) and started forward. He had barely gotten halfway when the scientist must have seen him coming, since the man suddenly looked up, his eyes widened, and he fell backwards.

      “It’s all right!” Carl Sebastian gasped over the public channel, slowing to a halt as he said the words with exaggerated face movements. The WarDog made a small placating gesture with his hands at the same time.

      “It’s okay . . .” he said again, gesturing to his suit’s helmet and his ears. “Open. Channel?” He mouthed the words, and the scientist fumbled with the controls at his wrist and made a few smaller hand gestures.

      “. . . you arrived! But, but . . .” the older man’s voice cut into the public channel suddenly. He appeared to be babbling and not making any effort to move forwards towards Carl as the WarDog held out his hand.

      “It’s okay, sir. I’m with the UTA.”

      Do I tell him I’m a Pillarman? WarDog? Carl thought, but then shook off the thought as the sound of the fighting continued around him. Still no time.

      “We’re here to get you out. Just come with me, sir.” Carl offered his hand, but the scientist took one look at Carl’s suit and recoiled visibly.

      Great, Carl groaned. Did he have to deal with someone in shock?

      But he also knew that this wasn’t exactly the first time that he’d had to do that.

      Harmony, Carl thought. There had been plenty of people going into shock in the Three World Offensive. Including him. What did they think would happen if you recruited young men and women barely out of their teen years, trained them over the six or nine months it took to get to their destination, and then threw them headlong into the fight? There had been times when Carl had been completely unable to move from a terror so deep that it seemed to clamp his bones into paralysis. If it hadn’t been for his old colleagues Jadakar and Fodova . . .

      “I can help you,” Carl said in as calm and authoritative voice as he could—although he also knew that people in these states didn’t want options. They needed reassurance.

      “Come with me,” he said firmly, offering his gloved hands once more to the stilled scientist. “Take my hand if you want to live.”

      The UTA scientist, however, surprised him by suddenly exclaiming.

      “Of course I’m not going to take your hand! You’ve got the xeno-agent all over you!” the man said over a crackle of static.

      What?!
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      “Corporal! Now is the time if you want to get out of here!” Abrams was saying over the suit communicator. Meanwhile, Carl blinked in surprise at what the scientist had just said.

      
        
        Warning!

      

      

      His suit was still pinging him alarms as the battle between the two Fomorians seemed to reach a culmination. One of them would leap through the air to land a titanic blow against the other, followed by the other kicking or punching the first away in blows that would send them crashing against the machineries and infrastructure of the hidden UTA laboratory under the surface of Bwca.

      But Carl’s mind was racing with what he had just heard. “Xeno-agent? What do you mean?” he hissed at the smaller man still crouching by the pipes and processors that filled this part of the room.

      “The agent! It’s why that Fomorian is fighting its own men!” the scientist said, risking a glance between the machines before ducking back and sharing a look with the WarDog less than three feet away. The man moved, and Carl saw him raising something that almost looked like a gun, but it had one long, empty cartridge tube where the barrel should be.

      “I knew that it would have to have some effect on them, and I managed to get a shot at the big one,” the scientist was saying.

      “You managed to shoot them?” Carl said. “With what? That?”

      “Yes! Keep up!” the scientist said, his voice high-pitched and tense with worry. “An injector pen! I siphoned off some of the agent—but I thought that it would kill them! It was a pure concentration!”

      “Wait.” Carl turned to look at the fighting Fomorians to see that, yes, now that he was looking for it, one of them appeared to have a mark on its bare cheek over its mouthpiece. A dart, barely as big as Carl’s little finger.

      Well, you’re a good shot, he thought, not that it explained anything that he was currently looking at. “But what was in that pen? What was it? You said xeno-agent?”

      “Yes! It was supposed to kill them! I never knew that it would send them into a frenzy!” The scientist looked and ducked once more as one of the Fomorians grabbed the other by the arm and threw them, spinning through the air, to crash against a set of white medical machines. The thrown Fomorian slumped, twitched, and didn’t get up as quickly as it had before . . .

      “We have to go . . .” Carl was saying, but the scientist was already ahead of him, scrabbling past the WarDog (and giving him a wide berth, thanks to the sizzling remains of what was on his suit) down the line of not-yet-damaged machinery.

      “Dammit!” Carl growled, following after him.

      “The dose was too powerful. It should have caused their heart to give out . . .” the scientist was babbling. “But I suppose it was lucky they went into a murderous rage, considering . . .”

      Carl couldn’t quite believe the surrealness of the experience of listening to this scientist discuss the various pros and cons of whatever strange cocktail that he had fired at them, and at the same time as they were scrambling away from the seemingly unstoppable fighter.

      “So, you’re saying whatever you shot the Fomorian with . . . made them even more dangerous?” Carl said. They rounded the far corner of the machines and waited. Carl could see the line they would have to take against the far wall to get back to Abrams and the open door.

      “The agent’s effect on their system must have been modified by the Fomorian formula,” the scientist was saying. He started to crab the last length of the room towards where Abrams was waving him on.

      “The Fomorian formula? What do you mean?” Carl asked as he ducked out of the way. The two fighting Fomorians turned their way before continuing to battle once again. The fighters still hadn’t seen them.

      “The formula! Whatever the cocktail was that created the Fomorians!” The scientist had reached Abrams, who was already ushering him towards the open door, his rifle up and pointing back at the fighters. Abrams gestured for Carl to get moving.

      But we’ve been at the facility that built the Fomorians, Carl was thinking as he crawled. Keeping his head down and moving as fast as he could.

      Teilhard, he remembered. The frontier world where Carl and the other Pillarmen of Team One had been sent specifically to recover the UTA diplomat because they had been tipped off that the Palacians were up to something there.

      They had been, clearly. They had been mixing the xenomutation—the alien virus that appeared to spread throughout the known galaxy—with human DNA, creating the breed of warriors known as the Fomorian Brigade that were almost unkillable.

      No one knew where the xenomutation had come from, only that it was there, across the stars and already on many of the inhabitable planets before even the United Terran Alliance or the Palacians ever set foot on them. Carl had heard it called a virus, an infection, and an alien disease—but if so, then it was one that had managed to spread across the galaxy already.

      It created hardened patches of skin first and foremost—so hard that the patches calcified into a sort of metal and bonded with the tissues of the host animal. These scale plates spread all over the creature, creating a thick hide that could even deflect bullets if the animal managed to live long enough. Strange, bony nodules erupted into tines in various places along the creature’s body without seeming reason or rhyme, and Carl knew from previous experience that these could be used with devastating effect as claws.

      The mutation was stamped out by both UTA and the Palacians wherever it was found, of course—with total quarantines and blackouts on entire ports, ships, and stations if it was discovered. Those affected would usually go mad as the mutation affected their interior biology, creating strange new organs and gifting their host with super strength and feral aggression.

      And somehow, the Palacians had found a way to direct the mutation to alter human biology in specific ways, Carl thought. But a part of him was painfully aware that he himself—as a WarDog—was a human who had been altered by scientists to make a better soldier.

      The sounds of the fighting were slowing nearby him, fading away into the background thunder of his own heartbeat.

      Am I going to end up like them? Carl thought for a moment. How different was he, really, from the new breed of soldiers that threatened them? He, too, was once a human and now a WarDog who had been pumped full of designer RNA chemicals.

      The UTA scientist had shot that Fomorian with what they called a xeno-agent—did that mean that the UTA also had a super-secret program, similar to that which produced the Fomorians?

      In that instant, Carl suddenly remembered precisely where he had seen that strange greenish liquid before. That exact shade of liquid, and how it had bubbled and reacted in light atmosphere.

      That had been back on New Persephone, hadn’t it? Back in his old life as a xeno hunter, getting jobs to eradicate the dangerous mutants where he found them, and at the same time, trying to stay under the radar of the Pillarmen. He had succeeded in the first part, but clearly failed in the last.

      But it had been back on New Persephone, on a job for the then Security Chief Odi that he had seen that stuff, spilling from a broken-open transport hub, right where there were the two dangerous human xenomutants he had been sent to “take care of.”

      Carl’s thoughts were racing. That couldn’t be a coincidence, could it? The same substance, the mutation, the Fomorian right now appearing to be supercharged right behind him.

      
        
        Warning!

      

      

      His suit alarms suddenly shocked him out of his self-indulgent complacency as there was another crash not far from him, just on the other side of the blocky, white machines that Carl was crouched behind.

      “Sebastian! It’s right on top of you!” he heard Abrams shout as there was a flicker of movement.

      The Pillarman lieutenant was standing up from his crouch at the door. Carl watched the UTA scientist vanishing in a scrabble of limbs through the open corridor back towards Mendiata.

      “Abrams! What are you doing?!” Carl asked. Then he was shocked to see Abrams lowering a stolen Palacian rifle to burst-fire across the laboratory with a crescendo of more hisses and sudden sparks.

      Dammit! Carl rolled and kicked upwards into standing a little ways from Abrams. He surveyed the grisly scene before him.

      One of the Fomorian Brigade had emerged as victor, and the other was stilled on the floor, lying awkwardly in a bed of ruined machines. Carl had the wild hope that perhaps the one that had survived wasn’t the one shot by the UTA scientist.

      Of course it was, he realized, as he saw the figure standing up and turning around in the hail of Abrams’ gunfire. The Fomorian was clearly damaged, with plates crumpled or torn from its body—but there was also a Promethean energy that appeared to fill the creature as it strode forward, straight towards Abrams, bullets hammering all over it.
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      “Abrams! No!” Carl reacted instinctively in the only way that he knew how.

      He didn’t have his marine rifle with him—that was still stuck under the crushed pipes that he had scrabbled his way through, only to get doused in the xeno-agent.

      But he did have his sidearm and his dagger. And his own limbs.

      The Fomorian was marching towards Abrams, barely halted by the lieutenant firing a full magazine into the hybrid’s chest. Carl jumped forward, slamming a boot into one of the heavy metal tables, and sent it tumbling across the space to crash into the Fomorian’s legs.

      With a squeal of metal and a tangle of legs, the supercharged Fomorian went down, giving Carl a moment to jump forwards.

      “Abrams—get that scientist out of here!” Carl shouted as he drew his service pistol and started plugging shots at the Fomorian, not pausing as the creature stalked forward. The Fomorian was already turning to get up, shaking under the gunfire.

      “No, I’m staying! We’re taking this one out!” Abrams was saying. And then—the Fomorian flipped the table and sent it spinning through the air to crash against the lieutenant, knocking him backwards into the corridor.

      “Abrams!” Carl cursed, firing again at the Fomorian who ran forward.

      
        
        Warning . . .

      

      

      The Fomorian spun around with a savage speed, sending a backhanded fist slamming through the air to strike the WarDog in the blink of an eye.

      “Urk!” Carl Sebastian saw sparks, and for a moment, everything went terrifyingly quiet as he flew backwards through the air.

      
        
        Warning! Impact!

      

      

      When Carl opened his eyes a second later, his back was radiating the dull heat of pain. He realized he was lying on his back on the floor, looking up at the flickering lights of the laboratory ceiling. The face of his visor had been cracked, and so there was a hazy spiderweb of lines running across the top of his vision, and all of his holographic displays were apparently not working anymore. That single punch had the strength of a gunshot behind it, Carl realized.

      He also realized that he could hear the storm of boots ahead of him.

      Where is it? Where is the Fomorian?! He pushed himself upwards, crawling his way out of the broken tables and machines that he had been thrown into—to see that the Fomorian was gone, as was Abrams and the UTA Scientist. There was the sound of running boots coming from the corridor and then the sudden screech and a grunt of alarm—

      “Abrams! Lieutenant!” Carl called, jumping and clambering over the debris of the fight. Ahead of him, he saw through the open door that the supercharged Fomorian had caught up with the Pillarman lieutenant and had grabbed him around the throat with one hand.

      As Carl jumped forward, he spied the lieutenant’s dropped (stolen) rifle on the floor in the doorway. He must have dropped it when he was hit by the table, and Carl had also dropped his own service pistol.

      “Hey! Hey, you fracker—get off him!” Carl was demanding of the hybrid. He hit the floor and slid, seizing the rifle up and jumping to his feet, turning to point it at the back of the Fomorian.

      Clear shot.

      Click.

      Carl pulled the trigger, but nothing happened. The rifle was out of bullets, and the lieutenant was still being slowly strangled right ahead of him. Any minute, and the supercharged Fomorian would snap the lieutenant’s neck like a twig, and there would be nothing between the super soldier and the terrified face of the UTA scientist. Carl watched the scientist stumble by the doorway into the tiled room . . .

      And then Mendiata and the rest of the miners . . . Carl thought with a growl.

      Dammit! With no other choice, Carl sprinted forward, trying to summon every ounce of his own altered biology that he could. The problem was that he had never had any conscious control over how his altered genetics affected him. It was simply an instinctive reaction when threatened. He could feel the aches and pains of his body start to diminish as the strange, gene-built glands all over his body manufactured adrenaline and painkillers and stimulants—but would it be enough? Would it be fast enough?

      “Urk!” He could hear Abrams cough weakly before him as he ran forward. With no other choice than to try and save his brother in arms, Carl jumped, raising the rifle over his head as he swung it down against the back of the Fomorian soldier ahead of him.

      The strike reverberated with a clang that shook Carl’s arms and drove the Fomorian forward a few paces—but of course, it didn’t knock him out or send him flying.

      Carl struck again.

      “Hey! Hey! Let go of my friend, will ya?!” he shouted at the hybrid as he struck the creature again and again across the back and shoulders.

      There was the sudden screech of metal as Abrams was dropped, gasping, to the floor, and the Fomorian turned around.

      This time, Carl was half expecting the quick backhanded swing, and he ducked the fist that flew at him. He traded it for a kick of his boot against the mutant soldier’s chest, driving him back against the wall.

      “Carl! Back!” Abrams was coughing from the floor, but there was no time for that now.

      Besides, Carl was almost beyond such thoughts as he desperately fought for his life. The Fomorian rebounded from the wall with another sharp jab of a fist, and the part of Carl’s brain that wasn’t fighting for his life could read the military training that his opponent had. It was a classic, straight-out karate jab—the sort that military training everywhere presented to their recruits.

      The WarDog shot out a hand to block the jab in the classic defense. He pushed the strike away and opened up his opponent’s guard.

      “Ach!” But the strike was too strong. He felt pain radiating down his wrist—even through the gauntlet cuffs of his suit—as he performed the move that his body knew instinctively.

      The jab was followed by an uppercut, one that Carl was sure would probably have taken his head from his shoulders if he hadn’t also been expecting that one coming.

      This Fomorian is not a creative fighter, a part of Carl’s mind was thinking as he ducked to one side, readying for the next roundhouse that would surely follow.

      And it did. Easy for Carl to duck again, allowing the blow to whistle over his head.

      The WarDog’s thoughts were speeding up as his own body’s chemicals kicked in, flushing him with adrenaline and a thousand combinations of compounds rarely seen outside of a laboratory. His pain had faded to a distant fog on the edge of his senses. If he concentrated, he knew it would be there—but right now, he also knew a way to not even think about it.

      This was the thing about fighting—or brawling, anyway—one of the things that Carl had learned back as an infantryman, and he’d had it proved to him as a WarDog.

      There were only a few people who could really develop and grow into new fighting styles, and only then if their minds were open and flexible enough to try new things. Most people went for the easier option of learning the first few techniques and principles and relying on them for a long time afterwards.

      Like the groove in a record, Carl remembered his old dead friend Jadakar telling him. Fighters got stuck in habits, and usually those responses became ingrained during their first military service, when they were young and thrown up against far greater challenges than they had ever had to deal with before.

      And the Fomorian, right in front of him, was doing just that, Carl thought as the roundhouse turned into a forward leg stamp.

      Carl moved, kicking out his leg just as the Fomorian started to raise their own. He hit the Fomorian’s still-standing knee. It wasn’t a matter of strength, just physics, as the hybrid came crashing to the floor, overbalanced.

      “Corporal! Stand down!” he heard Abrams saying. The lieutenant was already at his side, grabbing his arm.

      “Get off me!” Carl couldn’t help his wolfish snarl. “Get to cover! I can do this!”

      “Carl!” the lieutenant started to roar, but suddenly, Carl wasn’t there anymore. He was falling to the floor as the Fomorian had surprised him, not jumping up as most basic fighters would do, but instead sweeping one leg around to take Carl off his feet.

      Wham! Carl slammed into the ground and saw stars and then darkness as the back of his head connected with the rock of the tunnel floor.
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        * * *

      

      “Back! Back!”

      Carl woke, not to the bleep of alarms from his suit, but instead to the horrified voice of the lieutenant as he lay crumpled, once again on the floor.

      “Not again. Dear stars . . .” he whispered to himself, pushing himself upright to see that the Fomorian was still stalking forwards, implacably, towards Lieutenant Abrams.

      “I can call up Tucker!” Carl heard Specialist Mendiata gasping through her own pain somewhere behind the lieutenant.

      “No—keep him with the miners!” Abrams snapped, and Carl saw the larger man look over the Fomorian’s shoulder at him.

      “He’s alive! Infantry’s alive!” The superior officer actually seemed pleased about this fact, which vaguely surprised Carl. A ringing sound slowly grew louder in his ears.

      “We’re not leaving you, Sebastian!” Abrams was snarling, which Carl thought was ridiculous. Of course, the senior officer should leave him. That way he could close the door to this corridor and buy them some time. Or they could blow the rest of the ceiling out and bury the Fomorian down here.

      But that’s not how the UTA operates, is it? Carl remembered. It wasn’t how the infantry had ever operated, and it wasn’t going to be how the Pillarmen did, either.

      No one would be left behind. No one.

      Not even, apparently, if that puts everyone else in danger?! Carl thought. He wasn’t about to let the lieutenant make that kind of choice. Before he even reached the end of that thought, he had risen to his feet and had taken one lunging step . . . and then another and another forwards.

      First one long step on the floor, kicking off to reach for another one and another . . .

      The Fomorian loomed larger and larger before him as he saw Abrams’ eyes widen, recognizing what he was about to do.

      Carl leapt, bringing his knees and his legs up into a flying kick with all of his strength as he struck the back of the Fomorian. They both flew forward in a tussle of limbs.

      Straight into the door that led to the green pool room.

      “Rargh!” Carl felt pain rip through his feet, legs, and the small of his back as both he and the Fomorian crashed into—and through—the door. Everything was a whirl of light and confusion as Carl struggled and grabbed onto the flailing, thrashing limbs of the Fomorian, in turn feeling the Fomorian batter and struggle at him.

      
        
        Warning! Unknown contaminant!

      

      

      Before both fighters tumbled into the bed of green liquid. The xeno-agent that the scientist believed would kill those that it came into contact with.

      Well, kill or transform forever.

      Carl was surrounded by the corona of bubbles and the green, liquid murk as he felt impacts against his ribs and his chest from the Fomorian he struggled with. His own hands sought purchase, and he fought the best he could, finding the metal and rubber-sealed neck of the enemy as powerful blows hit his head, his temples.

      No. No!

      But Carl couldn’t let the Fomorian out. He couldn’t let it out there to kill the very people who wouldn’t leave him behind. Who would have risked their own lives for him. He fought back, knowing that he couldn’t breathe and knowing that this substance might kill him too.

      Some terrible savagery was released in Carl Sebastian’s mind. An animal wish to survive that was deeply ingrained. The same urge that every animal had at some primordial level, enhanced and strengthened by his strange WarDog physiology.

      Carl wrenched—and suddenly the fight was over. The Fomorian was no more than a weight in his arms as the WarDog let it go, watching it sink down into the pool of green murk before him. His own heart hammered, and darkness threatened to overtake him.

      Got to . . . get out . . . get out of here!

      His thoughts were becoming confused as he kicked his feet, thinking this would propel him upwards—but it was hard to tell somehow. The murk had seemingly infected his very eyes, and his heart was hammering faster and faster.

      Hadn’t the scientist said something about expecting the Fomorian’s heart to give up after being exposed to the xeno-agent?

      The animal panic welled up in him as he fought to propel himself upwards once more. To push himself upwards through the water—or chemicals—by force of will alone if he had to . . .

      I can’t die here. My team. My team is relying on me, he thought as the darkness threatened to close in, and at last, he broke the surface of the pool.

      “Sebastian!” someone was shouting at him, and it took Carl a long moment to recognize who that voice belonged to. Lieutenant Abrams. The man called Lieutenant Abrams, who had sworn to stay back to save him.

      Carl thrashed with his arms, performing an ad hoc breaststroke towards the sound of his friend’s voice.

      “Wait! He’s got that stuff all over him! Don’t touch him!” he heard another voice shouting. The scientist. The UTA scientist.

      “I don’t care what he’s got on him! Stand back!” Abrams was shouting as Carl floundered and started to sink . . .

      Before hands suddenly grabbed onto his own, grabbed him and lifted him out of the murk. Carl thumped against the tiled floor as the green xeno-agent flooded from his body.

      “You’re going to be okay, infantry. We got you,” Carl heard Lieutenant Abrams say. “You did it. You stopped the Fomorian—and we’re going to take you home.”

      Carl heard these words as he slipped in and out of consciousness, but he heard them. He had done it, he thought, And my brothers and sisters will keep me.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        See what happens next in The Exalted.

        amazon.com/dp/B09KMQLSN9

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Thank You For Reading

      

      

      Thanks for reading Pillarmen, the second 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 The Exalted and you can order it now on Amazon.

        amazon.com/dp/B09KMQLSN9

      

      

      

      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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