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      Maleka, Frontier System 6

      

      “Weapons are hot! Repeat: Weapons are hot!” hissed Technical Specialist Tucker, his voice an urgent but controlled growl over their suits.

      “What?!” This was from Lieutenant Abrams, who was, as far as Carl could figure out, one of the least stealthy people possible to be chosen as a Special Ops Pillarmen for the United Terran Alliance.

      Abrams was big. Super big, in fact, with arm muscles that were wider than Carl Sebastian’s entire head. He was also loud normally and positively fracking thunderous when he wanted to be.

      The lieutenant was currently not shouting. But he was without a doubt concerned to be discovering that the enemy ship they were supposed to dock with was coming at them with their weapon ports open and their guns active.

      It also didn’t help that the three Special Ops Pillarmen—plus genetically enhanced soldier, Corporal Carl Sebastian, as a fourth—and the three extra passengers they were carrying on top of that were very cramped. The small UTA assault ship known as the Pegasus was designed for quick interventions and extractions like lightnings raids by small teams. Not for seven people packed like sardines on a glorified peace mission.

      But still, the ex-WarDog Carl Sebastian did his best to calm his nerves. There is a war on. It doesn’t really help if we lose our heads before we—

      “Do they know who we have with us?!” another Pillarman broke in, the shorter and much angrier Specialist Mendiata. She was a devil in a fight, Carl knew. Even with his frontline experience when the WarDogs were used as shock troops by the UTA, he’d rarely seen anyone as fierce and controlled as Mendiata here was.

      She was eyeing their guests, of course. Two Palacian combat troops (one injured), and one older man, none other than Duke-General Greer of Palace himself and the distant step uncle to the queen of the enemy empire.

      “They’d better!” the man in question growled. “Did you send them my ID? Repeat: Flame. Bronze. Arrow!”

      “Don’t you Palacians just use voice ID like everyone else?!” Specialist Mendiata shot at him. This got her a low snarl from the injured Palacian soldier—a woman named Katya who looked almost as ready to rip people’s larynxes out with her bare teeth as Mendiata generally was.

      “By ‘like everyone else,’ I guess you’re referring to the Terrans?” Duke-General Greer said in a heavy voice. It had the sort of metal-shod authority that all senior military personnel had, Carl recognized as he refused to get involved. His two injured soldiers maintained their composure under it.

      Mendiata was about to open her mouth to shoot something back—never mind the fact that the Palacian warship might start shooting at all of them—when Specialist Tucker up front breathed a sigh of relief.

      “They’re powering down, thank the stars. For a moment there . . .” he mumbled, as their comms came alive with the urgent back from the Palacian ship.

      “Terran vessel Pegasus, this is Captain Olans of the Palacian gunship Victoria. I need you to put the duke-general on right away. If he is harmed . . .”

      “Enough! Enough of that talk, Olans!” The duke-general leaned forward so that his silver-cropped head was visible in the cockpit sensors. “I am fine. Lieutenant Archer and Close Assault Specialist Katya are injured but not by the Terrans. You are here to perform one job, and everything else is far above your pay grade!”

      “Sir—but Lord-Sir, I don’t understand. Why . . .” the Palacian officer attempted to ask.

      “Rank, Captain Olans!” Duke-General Greer once again roared that metal-shod voice. The man on the other end of the screen fell predictably silent until Greer once more gave the nod to allow him to speak.

      “We are beginning the docking procedure, sir,” Olans said. The belly of the Victoria rose over the smaller Pegasus, their hull lights glaring into the cockpit as Tucker cursed and moved them into position.

      “Now, Duke-General, sir.” The larger Lieutenant Abrams turned to their guest. “You know what we talked about. What we agreed.”

      “I have the recordings from the Constance.” Greer patted his suit where they were stored. These recordings were taken from the Palacian warship that had been infected by the xenovirus.

      The xenovirus that took over the ship. Carl felt a shiver of horror. He remembered entire corridors filled with gauzy and strangely organic material—yet made of silvered metal.

      The xenovirus that the Palacians thought they could weaponize, Carl thought. When they created the Fomorians. When they released it like bombs . . .

      But the alien virus couldn’t be controlled, could it? It had its own agenda entirely.

      “Once the queen realizes that this weapon cannot be controlled, she will halt the program. I am sure of it,” Greer said somberly as a look of something—nostalgia?—crossed his face. Carl wondered if he was remembering the fabled Queen Mia Oceanus as he had once known her, perhaps as a younger woman, a child. Just what had gone so wrong that she was now authorizing bioweapons and bio-bombs?

      “You’re sure, sir?” Abrams said firmly but gently. He had to ask, Carl knew. He wouldn’t be doing his job as a Terran officer if he didn’t because—and Carl hated himself for thinking it, but he still did—the duke-general would be an important catch in the war effort if for some reason, he couldn’t stop the xenovirus.

      “I’m sure,” Greer said after a moment.

      Was that a flicker of uncertainty that Carl saw in his eyes?

      “Then stars shine on your path,” Abrams muttered, which surprised the WarDog. He hadn’t taken the leviathan-like Lieutenant Abrams for a spiritual man.

      “And on yours,” Greer muttered just as gruffly, and the Pegasus docked with a heavy thump. The cycle of normalizing air pressures and connecting door ports began.

      In an incredibly short time, their Palacian guests, rescued from the frontier world of Maleka, were loaded into the air lock and about to leave. They shook hands, and Carl felt that frisson of utter strangeness.

      Ten years ago, I would have been doing everything I could to rip you to shreds, he thought, and yet he felt no animosity toward Greer, Archer, and Katya. In fact, Carl Sebastian doubted that Archer and Katya had even been old enough to serve back in the first Terran-Palacian Wars.

      Is this what happens to old soldiers, then? Carl wondered. Meanwhile, the words of the formal greeting and declaration of a temporary truce were granted through the air lock speakers, and their passengers were released back to their own side.

      Do old soldiers eventually give up hating each other? he considered.

      Did, strangely, he have more in common with people like Greer than he did some people who were on his own side?

      But then, with a thump that shook him back to himself, it was suddenly over, and their small team was once again crawling into their flight harnesses and disconnecting from the Palacian Victoria above.

      “Well, ladies and gentlemen.” Abrams heaved a tremendous sigh of relief as the Victoria lifted itself away from them and back into the stars. “About time we turned for our side of the frontier, huh?”

      None of them could have been more pleased, especially when the last message from Captain Olans of the Victoria came through, almost as a passing shot:

      “Terran vessel Pegasus! Although my ship is under strict orders, I cannot guarantee your safety through this side of the Palacian frontier! I suggest you return to your mother ship and leave. Immediately.”

      “Charming,” Specialist Tucker chuckled, but there was still an edge of tension under the bravado. Because the uptight Captain Olans was right, they were in enemy territory. The Palacians roamed this part of the frontier freely, and any one of them would take great offense at encountering a UTA ship in the middle of their space.

      “Take us back out,” Abrams sighed, thumping his back against his seat.

      And no one, not even Specialist Tucker, noticed the small, dark blip moving through the top of the orange Maleka atmosphere far, far below them. They were so intent on turning around and firing up their Enhanced Feynman drives that they didn’t notice the small, dark blip suddenly angling upwards toward them, fast and hot and sharp, growing larger as it did so.

      Someone had noticed the United Terran Alliance craft, it seemed. And someone was not happy about it at all.
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      “Ladies and gents, welcome to your trash-bird flight, courtesy of the United Terran Alliance. Sit down, strap in—we’re go!”

      This soliloquy wasn’t from the serious and reserved Specialist Tucker at the helm of the Pegasus, who would never be quite so offensive even if he shared the same belief. Instead, Carl found himself smirking at the words of dark-haired Specialist Mendiata, who had taken it upon herself to be the unofficial in-flight announcer.

      “EF drive activating in ten, nine, eight . . .” Tucker, up front in the small craft, announced as Carl and the rest, Abrams and Mendiata, readjusted their straps. Carl glugged a sip of the energy and electrolyte drink that was supposed to make FTL (faster than light) travel easier.

      I don’t know why I bother, Carl thought. The super-fast pocket of subatomic particles that they would be flying in always left him feeling drained and achy, no matter what the current military guidance suggested.

      “Five, four—wait up,” Tucker’s tone abruptly went confused as there was an alert across their vessel.

      
        
        Alert! Target lock detected . . .

      

      

      The Pegasus computer blared out an alarm as the entire ship started juddering from the excitement of its engines. The Enhanced Feynman drives that every ship needed had two basic functions: one was a regular nuclear burn, allowing them to cross entire solar systems in hours, while the enhanced burn was more powerful, creating the envelope of space-time they needed to travel between the stars. This enhanced burn engaged a large ring at the back of the craft, extending it into place with shudders that ran throughout the small ship.

      It was a process that could be stopped, but not in three seconds.

      “It says we got a target lock—where’s the enemy?!” Abrams was snarling. The computer continued to count down without Tucker’s help.

      Outside the small scout recon ship, the Pegasus, the rocks and asteroids of Frontier System 6 were fast decreasing. They had already reached a safe distance to make the jump, away from any other obstacles—and that meant that their ship could clearly see what was coming for them too.

      Three . . . two . . .
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        * * *

      

      The small, black dot from the sulfurous atmosphere of Maleka had risen and grown into a large, dark craft with two squat, black wings on either side of a rounded belly. It was clearly ex-military of some faction or another, and clearly also a mercenary craft. External modules and barrels had been magnet locked onto its underside like limpets, and its hull, although mostly black, was scored with fresh gray-and-ochre brown.

      It had risen fast, keeping in line with the Pegasus’ rear drives so that the energy exhaust would mask its signal.

      And, from underneath its prow, it had fired something at the UTA scout recon. A scatter of tiny darts that shot outwards as the Pegasus’ Enhanced Feynman ring deployed.

      Either from luck in the timing of the attack or from an incredible level of skill, the darts flared on tiny thruster rockets, turning in arcs to hit the hull of the Pegasus with sounds like metal rain.

      Just as the Enhanced Feynman drive fully deployed, spilling an eerie, greenish glow as it fired.

      “Trackers in place,” growled one of the stubbled pirates inside the black-and-tan craft. “She won’t be going far, boss. Not for very long, anyway.”
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        * * *

      

      “What is it?! What hit us?!” Abrams was shouting, as . . .

      . . . one!

      The Enhanced Feynman kicked in, spewing a nuclear charge that caused a subatomic cascade. The Pillarmen were thrown back into their seats with the sudden acceleration as the Pegasus roared forward.

      Viewed from the outside, the eerie, greenish glow collapsed into white around the entire craft. The Pegasus became a living comet, shooting forward into the penetrable darks beyond Frontier System 6, traversing tens of thousands of miles in minutes.

      Meanwhile, inside the Pegasus, all hell was breaking loose.

      “Just what did that ship fire?! Did we get an ID on it before we jumped?!” Abrams was demanding as the scout recon shook and shuddered before settling into the more regular pattern of structural groaning thuds that came with every FTL journey.

      “Sensors are limited while we’ve got the drive active. You know that, Lieutenant!” Tucker said more passionately than was normal for him.

      In his own seat, Carl could feel his back teeth beginning to ache, and his palms inside his microfiber gloves starting to sweat. It was a bad sign. It meant that his WarDog body was starting to release the cocktail of designer drugs that only mutated, experimental bodies like his created.

      Breathe . . . Remember your training . . . he tried to convince himself. It wasn’t like he was normally tense when jumping. In his early career, Carl Sebastian had been thrown in and out of systems as quickly and as carelessly as the autumn wind blew leaves.

      But maybe something about being blown apart into a thousand molten fragments and then having those fragments spread across several thousand miles is a bit worrying? he admitted. He took another long, slow breath in and let it out at half speed.

      “Hull scanners aren’t registering and the externals cams—” Tucker was saying as the image from the hull monitors showed only the flaring, personalized borealis that their own drive was creating.

      
        
        Ship register identified!

      

      

      There was good news, however. The Pegasus computer flashed the information of the ship’s ID in holographic display. Carl’s eyes flickered to look. Even from where he sat, his view was crystal clear as his eyes sharpened on the glowing, green words.

      
        
        ID: Rockbird [CIVILIAN NAME CHANGE]

        TYPE: Palacian Gunship Beta [DISCONTINUED]

        Type Beta Gunships were discontinued following the Terran-Palacian hostilities. Famed for their orbit-to-atmosphere capabilities.

        Original military variant comes with heavy forward armor, multiple weapons ports, capacity for 3-25 personnel.

      

      

      “I know them,” Carl murmured. He’d seen enough of the short-winged, round-bellied craft drop through the skies in formations of three or five. They looked a little like squashed plates but pointed and with fatter abdomens. And they liked to drop bombs, from what he recalled.

      “Ex-Palacian gunship. Don’t they control access to their equipment out there at all?!” the large Lieutenant Abrams was snarling.

      There was only one possible conclusion. That ship was mercenary. Probably Palacian mercenary, Carl was thinking.

      “We need to know precisely what it was they fired at us and then . . .” Abrams was saying, just before it all became patently obvious.

      
        
        Warning!

      

      

      The Pegasus’ computers managed to sound as the ship’s internal sensors picked up a sudden and intense chemical heat.

      In three spots across the hull of the scout recon, four of the five attached objects suddenly detonated. They released not just their tiny payloads of explosives but also corrosive, metal-eating acids.

      The Pegasus bucked and shook as the white corona of its own energy field was disrupted. Abrupt gouts of green-and-purple fire raced outwards. The ship shuddered, started to move, spin—the hull started to groan and shriek…

      And it abruptly fell out of jump and disappeared with a flare of brilliant, burning white.
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      Gorst, Frontier System 9

      

      
        
        Warning! Uncontrolled jump descent! Reactivate EF drive immediately . . .

        Warning! Multiple malfunctions in EF drive . . .

        Warning! Event cone collapsed . . .

      

      

      “Brace! Everyone brace!” Specialist Tucker’s voice was, for once, filled with anxiety as he shouted from the cockpit, desperately deactivating the EF drive and trying to regain control of the ship. The Pegasus throbbed with the squeal of alarms and the glare of warning orange-and-red lights as the vessel shook and rolled.

      We’ve dropped out of FTL, Carl registered immediately. A moment before, they had been reaching the maximum hum of faster than light, and now it felt like some demented god was playing soccer with them. There was a deep, mechanical groan of distressed metals from the ship’s structure as the Pegasus was asked to withstand pressures that no ship should ever naturally resist.

      This is bad, he understated as he felt the familiar electric tension and pain start to run through his marrow. His WarDog body wanted to leap out of the harness. Wanted to get away from the danger and then to kill it.

      Impossible, of course. There was no way out for them. There was barely any possibility of surviving.

      
        
        Warning! Structural integrity at EF Main Ring compromised . . .

        External Thrusters 3-4 compromised . . .

      

      

      Carl concentrated on the faces of his fellows, seeing the angered terror on Specialist Mendiata’s face and the taut, controlled grimace on Lieutenant Abrams’. Everyone knew what was almost certainly going to happen next.

      Ships occasionally fell out of jump. Or rather, there were occasional catastrophic accidents that ripped them from their envelope of super-heated, accelerated particles.

      It wasn’t pretty.

      Usually, they never even found the wreckage. Usually, all that the salvage team found were unique particulates spread over an entire star system. If they were very lucky, there might be a nearby station or planet that had seen an unusual and unexpected comet breaking apart across their space.

      “Fire and Fury.” Carl felt his limbs shaking as he muttered the old WarDog refrain. His ex-unit, the one that had been disbanded, the one that had become killers in civilian life until rounded up and “disappeared” by their own side—they had never felt fear. They wouldn’t have given in to the terror of death, even now.

      I’m sorry, Carl found himself whispering to them, his long gone, dead comrades. Even as his body shook with the genetic enhancements, his heart was still scared.

      I don’t want to die, he admitted to himself. He didn’t want to have it taken away from him, not yet—not yet . . .

      “Firing stabilizers!” Tucker hissed, kicking the pedals with his feet as well as pulling the flight levers, trying to get the Pegasus to slow its swirl. Outside the cockpit window, there was space, there were stars—but they were swinging, flaring lines of light as the scout recon rolled.

      
        
        Warning! . . .

      

      

      The computer tried to alert them, moments before there was a grinding sound and a burst of sparks from the far end of the cabin. It sounded like they had just lost their entire EF drive.

      “We’re slowing!” Tucker announced, his voice astonished. “But . . .”

      “What—that’s great news!” Abrams hissed. Even now, they could feel the way that the Pegasus was slowing down, its violent shakes and contortions becoming merely aggressive, not deadly.

      “No, it’s not—we’re too close to a planet! Extending air brakes—”

      “What planet?! What system?!” Abrams was shouting. This time, the cockpit windows flared with orange flames, and the scout recon shook for a second time.

      But it’s different, isn’t it? Carl was gritting his teeth. This was the shaking of reentry. He was much more used to this. His body knew how to deal with this.

      “It has an atmosphere—has it got water?” Abrams was shouting. Tucker was snarling at the flight controls, yanking them first one way and then the next as the Pegasus—or what was left of it, anyway—broke through the atmosphere of the unknown planet and was now screaming toward the surface.

      “Nose up, you metal fracker!” Tucker hissed, pulling hard at the flight controls as he attempted to correct them out of a death dive.

      They all heard the scream of protesting metal. The sudden explosion of sparks as internal systems gave in. The popping of sheet metal panels . . .

      “Goddammit!” Technical Specialist Tucker roared a moment before they hit the surface, and—for most of them—everything went black.
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      Five Years Ago

      

      “Anyone?! Is there anyone?” The words descended into coughing and terrible hacking, and Carl already knew that the speaker would be dead before he got to him.

      Carl struggled to remember who the voice belonged to. He knew the voice, that the voice had meant something to him once. But right now, consumed by the chemicals ripping through his system, twisting his muscles, contorting his back and hands into spasms—he couldn’t find it in himself to care.

      Young Corporal Carl Sebastian of the 6th Battalion Infantry was not feeling like himself these days as he grunted and pushed the piece of fallen metal away from where it had been lying across his back.

      There was an animal sound coming from nearby, a growling, panting, feral sort of sound.

      Were there wolves on this planet?

      All around the young corporal lay the ruins of the dropship that he had come in on. He recognized a bit of the bulkhead, half of a seat, and the sandy color of an armored leg sticking out from the debris.

      There were parts on fire too. Smoldering, red flames that had died down amid lots and lots of black, meaning that the fires had been burning for a long time.

      We were shot down.

      The WarDog started to remember. They were supposed to make entry to some planet on the frontier. He didn’t know which one, and the soldier didn’t care, either. His life had become a procession of dropships, of aerial jumps, of surprised Palacians looking up from their trenches or bunkers or supply villages as he and the rest of his team landed and got to work.

      This was another mission just like any other, but as they were entering the lower atmosphere, a formation of Palacian gunships had come out of nowhere, flying low and then high to confuse their radar.

      And then there had been all the bangs and screams, the spinning, whirling—and the blackness.

      “Anyone . . . ?!” The voice that should be familiar but wasn’t sounded once again and then fell silent. The WarDog loped toward the sound, more out of professional curiosity than empathy—to see the dead pilot still in the cockpit seat.

      Dead, the WarDog thought unemotionally. No way back up, the soldier considered as he heard more sounds of animal growling, slavering.

      Spinning around in the wreckage, he saw that their crashed UTA dropship had managed to slide into a ridge of land. Somewhere that would have been green before they had crashed into it. There were trees above the rise, the lower limbs blackened by fire and smoke.

      And there came the sudden flash of light from one, two—multiple places.

      The enemy. The WarDog tensed, his body shaking with the sure knowledge that any second now, he would be released. He could feel his designer organs start to pump his body full of synthetic, unique drugs. His limbs shook and twitched some more, his mouth open in a growl.

      Carl didn’t feel like Carl anymore. He felt like a god. He felt unstoppable.

      The lights up there had him outnumbered—but none of that mattered to a WarDog. The mutant soldier started padding forward through the wreckage of his former unit, picking up a bit of twisted metal on the way as his steps lengthened, his tread got faster. He was racing now, running toward them, about to fall among the Palacian unit like a devil.

      The night was filled with more of those animal, feral, growling sounds—and the WarDog finally realized that they were coming from himself.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Anyone . . . Is anyone . . . ?!”

      Carl awoke to the sound of pained coughing, the smell of burning filling his nostrils.

      That planet. Twenty-seven dead. One man got out alive.

      No. He wasn’t back there, he told himself as he realized that this place was different from that one. It wasn’t the First Terran-Palacian War, it was the second.

      He wasn’t in a UTA dropship, and around him weren’t the remnants of one of the experimental WarDog squads. Instead, he was surrounded by Pillarmen. People that he knew. People that he liked, even.

      Specialist Tucker.

      Carl realized who the voice belonged to as his eyes sprang into focus, and the urgency of his situation poured strength through him. With one savage movement, he ripped free the straps that secured him tight against the seating. He fell forward to the “floor”—what had been the wall—of the Pegasus.

      Across and a little way up from him was Lieutenant Abrams and Specialist Mendiata. Just one glance with Carl’s quick eyes and acute sense of hearing told him everything that he needed to know. They were both still alive, still breathing—just passed out thanks to the massive impact from their crash.

      Specialist Tucker, the pilot, had more training in such things. He was the second to wake up.

      “I’m here.” Carl ignored the other two and climbed up through the main room to the open cockpit. He found Tucker hanging to one side, his entire pilot’s chair severely damaged.

      “Carl. Damn. I should have known you would make it,” Tucker breathed weakly.

      It’s probably a concussion. Perhaps whiplash as well, Carl was thinking since he could see no direct signs of serious injury—apart from Tucker’s foot, that was.

      “Hssss!” Tucker hissed in pain as Carl reached up to try and get his foot clear from where it had become jammed to one side under the flight pedals. The foot was clearly twisted in the wrong direction.

      Definitely a dislocation. Maybe a fracture or sprain as well. Carl breathed before making his decision. The pilot would never be able to walk on it or fly with it if he left it like that.

      “They all made it,” Carl whispered as he reached up once more. “Everyone’s alive, but you’re going to wish you weren’t in a minute.”

      “What—?!”

      Carl pulled the leg, then released the foot for it to pop back into its original position just as it should be.

      “Dear STARS!” Tucker scream-hissed. “Warn a fella before you do that, will you?!”

      “Nope,” Carl said, now moving to undo Tucker’s harness as he helped him down. “If I’d warned you, it would have hurt more.” Tucker fell into his arms, and Carl set him against the bulkhead.

      “And I need you present and in your right mind to tell me whether the Pegasus is about to blow up any moment,” Carl said matter-of-factly. “Or whether or not the planet has oxygen. It clearly has gravity,” he added.

      Carl felt curiously emotionless compared to his precrash state. Oh yeah, the hormones, he realized. They had flooded his system, but his enhanced training must have helped him somewhat. Either that, or without any tangible enemy right there in front of him, there was no need for the murderous rage.

      “Human-normal frontier planet,” the technical Pillarman wheezed. Perhaps he also had a rib or two broken. “That’s all I got before we crashed. But the engines, you need to pull the coil mainframes,” Tucker said.

      Carl looked at him.

      “Engine room! Great big red things with handles on them! Here . . .” with a grunt, Tucker slapped his wrist against Carl’s suit.

      “Temporary authorization; Specialist Tucker, Technical. Conferring technical and engineering privileges to Corporal Sebastian, C,” he announced as Carl’s own suit controller suddenly clicked.

      “Go!” Tucker said, and Carl, like a hound released on the scent, turned and ran through the middle of the Pegasus.

      The door at the back of the main hold led into the smaller holds, which in the Pegasus had been turned into berths, convenience blocks, and extra equipment blocks. Carl skidded past these in a haze of warning red-and-orange lights to the far end, where another air lock door was sealed.

      “Authorization Sebastian C, Corporal.” He hit the door—but it refused to budge.

      Stars! Carl didn’t know if it was a security fault or a physical problem, so instead he turned to the manual controls on the door and started to kick out the panel that hid the rachet lever. He was wearing his metal boots, and his enhanced strength meant that it took three or four heavy, crumpling blows to smash through the panel before he grabbed the lever and started to pump it, manually breaking the seal and releasing the door to the engine room.

      Ah. Despite Carl’s misgivings, the “great big red things with the handles on them” were self-explanatory, even if the rest of the room was full of holoscreens and access bays, pipes and coils and fuel cells. The walls were mostly modular with different access units offering use of a variety of instruments or control boards, some with actual dials and buttons and levers.

      To one side, however, an entire section of the wall had been given over to the mainframe coils that led to the EF drive. After the lines of warning yellow and green, there they were: three large, red, metal plugs on their own cogwheels, with handles on the outside.

      “Pull them. How hard can that be?” Carl said as he grabbed the first one, pulled—it didn’t work—and then started to twist.

      
        
        Alert! EF coils overheating! Alert! . . .

      

      

      The local ship sensors were blurting, and Carl noticed a gauge by the side of them. It showed a thin, wavering line that was hovering very near the top orange zone. There was only one zone after that, which was a thin bar of red, and Carl really didn’t want to wait for the EF coils to get that hot.

      He worked quickly, releasing the seals with a twist. After that, the foot-long, silver-and-gold, wire-wrapped tube slid out automatically of its own accord and hissed with radiant, released heat.

      Carl heard himself growl a bit at the blast of burning heat but moved to the next and then the next before allowing himself to stop and check the gauge.

      It was still up there in the orange, but it was starting to fall in wobbling fits and starts. With it, Carl could feel his own tension and energy drop as if in tandem.

      “Oh.” Exhaustion flooded through his limbs as his super strength, endurance, and increased reflexes left him. Suddenly, his hands started to burn as he realized that they were scalded by the handles of the engine coils—and badly. With a groan, he realized that his entire body was also in pain, a deep, aching pain that must be from the crash.

      And yeah, he had a splitting headache.

      Ex-WarDog Carl Sebastian wondered if he had a moderate concussion. He staggered to the side of the engine room and threw up—before his knees finally gave out, and he collapsed on the floor, panting.
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      “I can fix her,” Tucker was saying determinedly. Strangely, Carl believed him. It was something in the tone. He’d heard men and women with that sort of confidence before, and most of the time, it was misplaced—but sometimes, when it was this particular type of tone like the one that Specialist Tucker was using—then those ones were usually right.

      Mendiata, however, wasn’t quite so generous.

      “You what?!” The diminutive specialist gestured to the crashed Pegasus with one silver, foil-coated end of her rations stick. “Have you seen it? It has its ass hanging out, for one thing—and I don’t see an engineering shop anywhere in this dirt ball of a planet.”

      He sympathized with her point, the WarDog thought. He took another glug of their water, sparingly. The heat was intense even in the shade, and he had no idea where they were going to find another water supply on this stars-forsaken planet.

      “Gorst,” Lieutenant Abrams announced. He stood before them in the same black-clad Pillarman tactical encounter suits that they all wore, checking his wrist controller.

      “Frontier System nine, Earth-normal gravity and atmosphere. Arid, dry climate,” he read out.

      “System nine? Oh well, that’s just great then, isn’t it?!” Mendiata added. The nonaligned frontier worlds between the Palacian and Terran kingdoms covered a vast stretch of space, mostly used for mining and exploration by both sides. And a whole lot of smuggling. The first ten or so frontier systems were near the Palacian edge and thus considered no-go even before the hostilities, while the last ten were Terran.

      And Gorst is right on the edge of the Palacian zone, Sebastian considered.

      The skies above were mostly a muted off-white, but at least they had clouds and skies. The land beneath was a mixture of true sands and packed mud, scrub grass, wind-fluted rocks, and the occasional desiccated growth of something between cactus and dead tree. More spikes, more branches, less greenery.

      Wonderful, Carl thought.

      In front of them, the Pegasus did indeed look as though her ass was hanging out. Or to put it more precisely, her EF drive ring had been torn, half ripped from her back end, and bent open where it should have been depressed back around the main thrusters. Carl was no expert, but to his eyes, it looked as though a couple of boosters—the much smaller types that allowed the craft to move—had been torn from one side.

      Aside from all that, her hull was blackened from flames with hull plates scratched and crumpled in several places.

      “And that is only what dropping out of jump did to her,” Tucker confirmed Carl’s observations before moving painfully on his injured ankle to clamber up onto the hull of their vessel to examine what had caused the damage. They had already pumped him full of painkillers and relaxants to stop his foot from ballooning in the metal boot. The battlefield approach seemed to be working so far.

      “But I can still fix it,” the technical specialist called. “The Pegasus comes with most of the tools I need, and I can scavenge from the ship spares, I’m sure,” he was saying as he whistled at the extent of the damage.

      Carl believed the man, but it was still a stretch of the imagination. Sebastian was no engineer, but the way the Pegasus had scraped along the earthen bank of mud, crashing across sand drifts to end up in a dried-up old creek bed—by the looks of it, Carl wouldn’t have dreamed it could ever fly again.

      “Population?” Carl asked. His body felt weak and fatigued where he sat, also in his Pillarman suit, under the momentary shade at the opposite side of the creek. He could have chalked his exhaustion up to the heat and to the crash—but he knew it was from his WarDog chemicals fading away. He had stopped the Pegasus from going nuclear, true—but after that, it had been up to the others to get him out of there.

      “Hmm,” Abrams grumbled. “The Interstellar Star Directory hasn’t updated any Palacian territories or frontier worlds this far out. Last count was fifteen years ago before the wars, and it said that it had a hundred and fifty settlers, a town called Fortune.”

      “Fortunate for who?” Mendiata groaned. “That could be an entire secret Palacian training garrison by now!”

      “Palace has got entire secure home worlds for those, Specialist,” Abrams grumbled.

      “Didn’t stop them the last time around,” Carl offered, and Tucker let out another low whistle as something clunked off the hull and to the ground.

      “You want the bad news or the really bad news?” Tucker hissed, easing himself to his side as he took the weight off his foot.

      “Bad news,” all three remaining soldiers chorused.

      “Well, that’s easy, then—take a look at that.” He nodded to the piece of junk on the floor, which appeared to be a triangular wedge of black metal with a large, mechanical port on its top.

      “What is it?” Abrams grumbled, kicking at it. “Is it a bit of us?”

      “No. It’s a mobile transmitter. That was fired at us just before we activated the EF drive, along with a scatter of small incendiaries.” Tucker pointed to several holes littered around the outer hull, one of which was on the edge of the twisted and pulled-back EF drive ring.

      “Not powerful enough to destroy even a scout recon, the sole intent is to break the hull seal and to mess up your flight dynamics. When fired at just the right time, though—”

      “Like the second before a calculated jump,” Lieutenant Abrams offered.

      “Exactly. Those are what caused the gravitational forces to play havoc with the acceleration, and thus, here we are,” Tucker said firmly, his face composed and voice serious.

      “But this tracker—is it Palacian?” Mendiata strode up and pointed her heavy rifle at it. The lieutenant glared at her and took several steps back.

      “Not registering on my database, but I can’t see how it wouldn’t be. At least ex-military stock,” the specialist called down.

      “Like the gunship,” Carl murmured as eyes turned to him. “The beta gunship was ex-military, and this looks the same too. I’m thinking it might be mercenaries from Maleka.”

      The rest of the team nodded. That would make sense. There were a bunch of mercenaries back there who had tried to capture them and the duke-general to hand them over to the Palacian authorities for a hefty price.

      “What do you think? Bounty hunters?” Abrams grunted.

      Carl shrugged. “Freebooters, bounties, who knows? There’s plenty of money to be made in times of war, isn’t there? If you’re willing to do what everyone else won’t.”

      “Right,” Mendiata said and shot the transmitter on the floor. For a moment, it sparked as her bullets hit before exploding into a ball of brilliant white.

      “Either way, it could have been active right up until we crashed,” Tucker said. “If it was . . .”

      The lieutenant understood. “Then we might have incoming. What was the really bad news?”

      “I can’t fix it,” Tucker admitted. “I need a bigger arc welder than I have access to and mechanized clamps. And about a quart of liquid hydrogen to kickstart the coils if we’re ever going to get off the ground again.”

      “So, we’re stuck on this dirt hole?!” Mendiata growled. “Until some mercenary flyboy decides to come and scalp us?”

      “Transmitters,” Carl murmured but earned a dark look from the others as they shared glances with each other.

      “The nearest Terran outpost has to be fourteen or more systems away,” Abrams eventually said. “And, well, we Pillarmen have a habit of being off the record.”

      “You mean they might not even come out to rescue us?” Carl said, feeling a shiver of anxiety jump up in his throat. Maybe he shouldn’t have been so surprised. It was the same deal for the WarDogs most of the time. Get the job done, don’t complain about it, and for star’s sake, don’t make us admit we ever knew you existed.

      “Maybe. Either way, a transmission would give away our position as surely as that transmitter did,” Abrams growled, looking at the broken bit of junk on the floor in confusion.

      To Carl, however, the answer seemed obvious.

      “We should make for the town. Whoever they are, friendly or not, we need their supplies, right?” he said, earning a nod from Tucker atop the Pegasus.

      “Aye. If Gorst has settlers, then they’re bound to have some sort of shipyard to patch up visitors or their own craft. The supplies I need aren’t unusual, just larger than a scout recon usually carries.”

      That settled it, then, and a moment later, Abrams was doling out water rations, instructing Mendiata to stay with Tucker in case the mercenaries showed up—and he and Carl set off for Fortune.
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      The town of Fortune was anything but, Carl thought as they approached, keeping to the scrub of spike trees as much as they could as they peered at the low, metal-and-stone buildings.

      The two men had left their bulky Pillarman suits back at the Pegasus since nothing screamed UTA more than a black, bulky, military tactical suit. Instead, they wore light, partial versions of encounter suits that were basically jumpsuit fatigues with a few pieces of molded armor at the shoulders and thighs—and that was about it.

      They’d kept their heavy rifles and their sidearms, however. They weren’t fools. Abrams had said that if anyone questioned them, then they would present as mercenaries who had a habit of picking up ex-military gear—just not full Special Ops suits.

      “She’s, well . . .” Abrams grunted as he surveyed the line of buildings, one large geodesic dome whose segmented roof panels were brown and green with layers of dirt and mold. Other buildings had clearly been repurposed out of the original ships that had brought them here. They saw rounded, two-story towers that must have once been thruster housings and cargo-box dwellings, joined and attached to each other. One dirt track ran through the center of the town, and there were flutters of ragged pennants on some of the buildings.

      “She’s what we expected,” the lieutenant ended on. He nodded for them to break cover and make for the main drag. There was a small rise of steam and smokes from the other side of the town, which they figured had to be the workshop.

      The two men had descriptions of the devices they needed, a series of welding and clamping gear that would be too big to carry by hand.

      “You reckon they’ll take Terran credits?” Carl grumbled. Lieutenant Abrams was in charge of the squad funds. Although he had said it was stocked by UTA coffers, Carl had no idea whether they would authorize a credit transfer all the way to stars-nowhere, all the way out here.

      “They will,” Abrams growled, his hands clenching a little on the butt of his rifle. “Either that, or we’ll have to convince them.”

      They hadn’t gotten much closer than the beginning of the street, when there was a sudden puff of sand off to their right at the edge of the town.

      Danger! Carl’s heart started to thump, his instincts kicking in even before his thoughts could catch up. He turned on his heel into a crouch and brought up his rifle in one smooth movement.

      “Hey!”

      There was a shout, and they saw a child pushing themselves up from the sand and dirt, crying. With tears streaming down their face, the child got to their feet and started to run toward them.

      “I said stop!” A shout came from behind the child as another figure, an adult man this time and one that was very angry indeed—was following the child. The adult wore a light encounter suit almost like Abrams and Carl’s, but it was clearly older, patched and repatched, scuffed and dirty, with multiple equipment and weapons belts attached to it.

      “You little . . . !” the man was snarling. The child—a girl with dirty blonde hair in a wild ponytail, perhaps no more than ten or eleven by Carl’s reckoning, raced past them. She fell about a yard behind Abrams as the man came running up.

      No, Carl felt his body say as much as his mind. He stood up in one smooth movement, rifle still in his hands. He pointed it into the sky and fired.

      “Sebastian!” Abrams hissed, but it was already too late. The rifle had fired, and a loud, echoing crack had reverberated through the quiet, apparently deserted town.

      It had the effect that Carl wanted, however. The man chasing the girl half his size pulled himself up short, looking in wide-eyed confusion at the two strangers suddenly in his presence.

      “Hey, partner—what the hell?” the man snapped, raising his hands a little in a calming manner as his eyes and voice hardened into a sneer. “Why don’t you mind your own business, huh? Keep to yourselves and stay out of what don’t concern you.”

      “This does concern me,” Carl heard himself say. He felt his chest starting to expand with rage. He couldn’t explain it other than this was wrong. That the child, whatever she had done, didn’t deserve to be in fear for her life by some larger guy with a stick.

      “Drop the stick,” Carl said.

      “Hey, hey now, brother—” the man started to say.

      “I’m really not your brother,” Carl cut through the man’s words. The guy must have recognized that there would be no arguing with him. He just stood up taller, dropped the stick, and looked once again at the two strangers in his town.

      “Neither of you are from around here, are ya?” he asked, and Carl could see his small eyes flickering from rifle to Carl to Abrams and back to the child behind them.

      “Full marks for observation,” Carl said dryly.

      “We just landed,” Abrams cut in, his tone clearly annoyed with everything that was going on before him. “We need some supplies, then we’ll be on our way.”

      “Huh. On your way,” the man considered with a nod, weighing the words in his mouth as if to see if he could taste the truth of them.

      “I think you two have made a big mistake landing on Gorst,” the man with the small eyes said.

      “Lucky for her, though,” Carl offered, nodding to the girl behind him. “I’m not a fan of child beaters,” he said, his voice full of threat.

      “It’s none of your business, stranger!” the man hissed before turning on his heels. “You’ve made a bad choice, mister. You and your friend should never have come to Gorst!” He threw this at them before backing away behind the buildings and out of sight.

      Carl waited for a few moments longer, his rifle held easy and at the ready in case the small-eyed guy decided to try and make a comeback.

      He didn’t.

      “Sebastian!” Abrams hissed loudly at him. “Just what in the hell do you think you’re doing? Quick in and out! Get the supplies! Don’t draw attention to ourselves!”

      Carl gave another meaningful stare to the gap between the buildings where the small-eyed man had disappeared before looking back to find the girl now crouched in the dirt, looking at them with wide eyes.

      Carl used to be a shock trooper. He wasn’t very good at not drawing attention to himself, but he was very good at entrances.

      “Sorry,” he said. He lowered his rifle and offered his hand to the grubby-faced girl.

      “What’s your name? What was that all about?” he asked.

      The girl was wary, looking at him speculatively from under the escaped fringe of yellow hair. She nodded to herself, appearing to decide that maybe this guy was alright after all.

      “His name was Henrietty, and I’m Ellie,” she said, the words thrown from her mouth like they were fists. “He reckons me and my mam owes his boss something. I told him where he could shove it.”

      Abrams snorted, a chuckle at the clear bravery of one so small. The appreciation didn’t last long, however, since the big lieutenant’s next question was,

      “And do you owe him? What—money?” Abrams asked.

      “Only if we want water,” Ellie said before sniffing and turning to jog away. She stopped a few paces out, however, as if suddenly considering something.

      “You coming? Meet my mam?” she said before adding, “Henrietty’s probably right though. You probably did make a mistake coming here.”

      Abrams shot Carl a dark glower which the WarDog studiously ignored. They turned to follow the child through the warren of buildings of the deserted frontier town.
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      “Where is everybody?” Carl asked. They had slowed to a walk and had made probably the seventeenth turn in their journey through the town of Fortune.

      The place wasn’t actually deserted, Carl had to admit. They had seen the occasional person at the end of an alleyway or disappearing into a doorway as they moved through the warren of narrow alleys and paths between the metal buildings and blocks.

      But no one had stopped. Carl had seen one woman with graying hair looking across at him, her eyes wide and apparently frightened. Then she hurriedly went inside. Elsewhere, there were the sounds of doors being slammed, of shutters being drawn.

      “Gee, it makes me think that they don’t really like visitors here,” Abrams grunted beside them. The air was tinged with the smell of diesel and chemicals, and every now and then, the fragrance of meat or spices.

      “King Tom doesn’t like visitors, you mean,” Ellie said as she hopped over the latest pieces of piping or metal stanchions carelessly strewn this way and that. “He’s the one in charge now. That guy with the weasel face? Henrietty? He works for the king. One of his heavies,” the girl grumbled.

      “Gorst has a king?” Carl frowned. He’d heard of all sorts of things happening out in the frontier, of course, planets claimed by religious cults to self-imposed prophets or dictators. But it was just that Gorst didn’t seem wealthy enough to support a mayor, let alone have its own royalty.

      “It does now,” Ellie said. “Came in, killed the old town council. My mam is the only one of them left alive—and that’s only because she’s got a way with engines.”

      “Oh,” Abrams said, his tone getting exponentially more friendly at that. “Does that mean—”

      “Here we are,” Ellie cut in, turning the corner to immediately race ahead in a scamper of bare feet on the dirt. Carl and Abrams followed.

      “Ellie! Where did you get to! What have I told you about coming in here with bare feet? This is dangerous, child!” Her mam, a woman with long, wiry brown hair tied back in a bun and in heavy working fatigues, was already folding her child in a hug. Ellie threw herself at her, quickly explaining everything that had happened in panting tones.

      “Henrietty said he’d take our share of water out of me with a stick if he didn’t get his money, and—” Ellie was saying quickly. Abrams and Carl saw in front of them a large foundry-style workshop, housed in what must have been the hold of a small cargo ship.

      It was an open-ended metal cavern at the near end with metal panel doors bolted on, wedged open to allow the fumes and sparks from the machine bed that the woman was working on to escape. Behind her, Carl saw tables and machines bolted to the walls. There were pumps and levers, giant cogs, and pull-down racks of things.

      “You think?” Carl breathed at Abrams, who shrugged.

      “Best option yet,” the lieutenant murmured.

      “Look, I’m sorry to have you fellas bothered,” the woman said, pushing up her visor before she deposited the squirming Ellie in the safe confines of the sand-and-dust floor outside.

      “I’m Samantha Bright, and that little one you already met is Ellie Bright, settlers to Gorst nigh on fifteen years now,” she said as she extended a heavy, oil-smeared glove in their direction.

      “Abrams.”

      “Carl.”

      Both men shook the woman’s hand after a moment’s awkward silence when they didn’t share their rank and position.

      “Ah, I see.” Samantha stepped back to take them in. Carl felt her scrutiny, as keen as any patrol scout’s.

      “You’re new here. Figure you do a bit of buying and selling things that most others won’t?” she said, her tone harsh as her demeanor changed. “Look, gentlemen, I’m real glad that you helped my little Ellie out there, but I’m not keen to hang out with men in your line of business,” she said pointedly.

      She thinks we’re smugglers, Carl thought, momentarily offended.

      “No, I—we . . .” he started to say, before Abrams cleared his throat.

      “We understand, ma’am. And we’re not here to bother you and yours any more than we already have,” he said, the large man apparently very eloquent and respectful when he had to be. “We’re not here for business or trouble. We just want to get off Gorst as soon as we can, but our ship . . . well, we had trouble coming down, and . . .”

      “Fine.” Samantha cut him off tiredly. Carl was surprised a little at the way she both closed Abrams down and accepted in her terse manner.

      “I’ll give your ship the once-over as thanks for helping out my Ellie, but after that . . .” she was saying, when their negotiations were broken into by the sound of whooping, catcalling, and the roar of turbines.

      “Yaaaah! Make way! MAKE WAY FOR THE KING!”
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      “NOBODY MOVE!” A voice boomed as Carl moved.

      The WarDog had already spun around, snapping his rifle up from his shoulder as he sidestepped to move in front of Ellie.

      There were riders in the air. People flying in fast and close on personal jet turbines and sending billows of sand around them.

      How many?! Too many to count.

      FTTHUDD-HR-HR-HR-HR!

      Suddenly, the ground in front of Carl and Abrams erupted into plumes of sand and dirt as something with a large caliber was fired at them.

      “Down! Down!” Abrams was shouting. The thunder of the gunshots continued for a long moment, and the space between them and their route back was filled with gunshot.

      Abrams hit the floor and rolled toward the relative safety of the engine opening. Carl dove into a crouch, still putting his body between Ellie and whatever—whoever . . .

      “I said don’t move,” a voice shouted as the riders descended with a slowing whine of fire and wind to the ground before Samantha Bright’s engine yard. There was a thick haze of sand between them. It quickly subsided as four, seven, no—twelve figures stalked out of the haze, guns in their hands. Yet more men sat on the back of the personal jet rockets with what appeared to be small artillery guns mounted on the front.

      “That’s right,” said a voice, and the largest of the men—in girth, not height—stepped forward. He was a man with a shockingly wild, red beard and one bionic eye, dressed in a motley of fatigues and partial armor clearly scavenged from half a dozen units and campaigns.

      “No one gets in the way of King Tom’s business,” the man with the bionic eye snarled. “Not even if they’re new to Gorst!”

      “King,” Carl heard Samantha say, her voice a low, strangled cough of rage and horror. Carl spared a glance to see that she had gone down on one knee before him.

      That guy talking is this King Tom, Carl realized. Who speaks about themselves in the third person?

      Carl didn’t lower his weapon, but he cast a quick sideways nod to Abrams who was now crouching behind Samantha, also with his rifle. The lieutenant gave a tight, sharp shake of the head.

      No. This is a bad idea. Hold fire, he was saying.

      Carl gritted his teeth, suppressing a low growl as the so-called King of Gorst sauntered closer, his attendants at his side looking more than ready to pounce.

      But we can take them! Carl was thinking, shouting internally. He knew that there were more of them. He knew that he and Abrams had to be outnumbered seven to one, at least—and a handful of them were still sitting on their low, single-rocket thruster bikes with heavy machine guns pointed at them.

      They’ll chew us up in seconds if they let rip, Carl knew. But they weren’t going to fire with their king standing right in front of them, were they?

      That still left about eight in front, plus the king. Carl’s WarDog eyes were quickly scanning the line in front of them. Four on the left of the king on Carl’s side, and four on the right. Sebastian knew that he himself could probably take out most of his four, probably with a shot or two fired from their side. Abrams could take his out as well.

      But I can’t guarantee that Samantha or the kid won’t get hit. Carl bared his teeth in frustration. It was a decision that he knew he couldn’t make. He couldn’t try it, not when he might endanger the civilians.

      What made it worse was the fact that Carl would have thrown himself into such battles without a second thought five or more years ago. He had taken out entire fireteams on his own. Once, an entire squad . . .

      No one here had any experience with what a WarDog was capable of, not really. No one aside from Carl himself. Once the rage and the passion had overtaken him, and his animal aspect told him that he was invincible, that bullets and knives could strike him, but not even they would stop a WarDog in full fury . . .

      “. . . didn’t you hear what I said, hmm?!” Carl shook his head as “King” Tom returned, berating Samantha before him.

      Carl shot Abrams another glance. Don’t let him hurt her! he thought, willing the lieutenant to understand.

      “I heard, sir,” Samantha said, her head hanging low. “And she’s sorry. Ellie’s sorry for what she said to your man.”

      Like hell she is! Carl thought. One of Tom’s guards took another step forward nonchalantly. He did not seem to care if he was in Carl’s sights at all.

      “But it seems you got two fellas here keen to be heroes, right?” Tom looked from Carl to Samantha and laughed, full-bellied. Carl could see that there was strength in him, but that it had also turned to fat a long time ago. He would be an easy man to kill . . .

      “I’d advise you to take a step backwards,” Carl heard Abrams start to growl menacingly. The bandit king suddenly turned, his boots skidding dust and sand on either side of him in a spray.

      “Who says you get to do the talking, huh?!” King Tom roared. “Not on my planet!”

      “Sir—whoever you are, there’s no need for this to get . . . noisy,” Abrams muttered.

      “Noisy. Noisy?!” The king roared, kicking his foot so that sand and dust sprayed out over the kneeling Samantha.

      Kill him—kill them all—I’m gonna kill them all . . . Carl’s instincts leaped up into his throat. He could feel his muscles tightening and his chest expanding with rage.

      “You really have no idea what planet you’re on, do you, little man?” the king jeered at Lieutenant Abrams. “This is Gorst, and she belongs to me! Everything on this dirt ball belongs to me, you got that?!”

      The lieutenant didn’t say anything, and Carl could feel that he was biding his time—until the king said what he said next, that was . . .

      “Let’s say, Samantha, dear,” Tom turned his attention to the engineer woman instead. “Let’s just say that your good Samaritans here miraculously manage to kill me. What happens then?”

      Samantha was stubbornly silent for a moment before she nodded to the others behind them on the bikes.

      “That’s right. My men over there will kill everyone. You and your daughter. And at least I’ve been generous enough to allow you all access to my water supply, haven’t I?”

      Samantha didn’t say anything, but Carl could see what was going on. It was a classic scam. This guy here must control the local well or purifier, and everyone else had to pay him for it. Even if they didn’t have any money.

      “Now, because I am such a generous soul, I will allow your Ellie to work with the others, processing at the algae farm, making food for the rest of you ungrateful lot—in return for the water rations you still haven’t paid me for. How’s that for a deal?”

      “No!” the mother said quickly, already looking up from her crouch, her face full of terror. “No—don’t take her from me . . . !”

      Carl readied his trigger finger.

      “Either that or your family doesn’t get any water for the next month. Let’s see how your two flyboys here figure that out for you, huh?” Tom laughed, stepping back to spread his hands as if he were helpless, then nodding at one of his seconds.

      “Grab her,” he growled, suddenly serious and vicious. Two men moved forward to seize Ellie Bright.

      Carl grunted, his rifle moving in quick to cover them.

      “Uh-uh, flyboy,” King Tom said, nodding to the rest that had their rifles, side arms, and mounted guns pointed at them. “Don’t get in the way. We don’t want this noisy, do we?” he said with a smirk, as the two men hauled the screaming Ellie back from her mother and toward the rocket bikes.

      “Ellie! Ellie—just, just be strong. Be strong!” Samantha was saying. She was on her feet and hurrying toward them even as King Tom and his retinue hopped onto their bikes. With a sudden burn and spray of sand, they were lifting into the air.

      Leaving the sobbing mother behind.

      What just happened?! Why didn’t we take him out?! Carl was thinking in annoyance as he kept his rifle trained on the bikes. They rose and turned in a flamboyant circle around the engineering yard and headed out past the town of Fortune, to the west.

      Carl felt rage churning in his gut, but he also knew why Abrams hadn’t signaled the move. Someone would have died, and it would have probably been the little girl or her mother.

      But is this really any better? the corporal had to consider. This woman had lost her daughter. For who knew how long—until they had “paid their water dues”—how much was that? What did it mean?

      And, Carl felt with a heavy dose of shame, precisely how much of what just occurred was because of me trying to save Ellie earlier?

      “Just get out! Get out!” Samantha turned and shoved Abrams with both hands. She was a strong woman, and the large lieutenant staggered back a few steps.

      “Wait, we can . . .” Abrams was starting to say.

      “You can what, exactly? They’ve gone and taken my daughter now, and she’ll probably lose fingers or a hand or god knows what else in that brute’s farms! Do you know what your posturing has done?! It has lost me my daughter!”

      Carl was looking at the distraught woman, and something moved deep within him. It was his heart breaking open.

      “We can get her back,” he said.

      “Like hell.” Samantha turned her ire against him now too. “You two? Against twenty? The king has a fortified dam for a base. He has defenses. Guns. Lots of guns!”

      Carl looked at Abrams and nodded once. He found the Pillarman lieutenant nodding back at him. We have our suits. I have my Exalted suit, if it survived the crash. We even have the Pegasus, if it was working—and two more trained UTA Special Forces.

      “We can do it, ma’am,” he said in a growl. “But we need your help too.”
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      “You only had to find a stinking engineer, and you come back with a war!” Mendiata muttered angrily to herself—for about the thirteenth time during the hike, not that Carl was counting.

      It was dark, and the terrain was surprisingly difficult for such a small world. Carl could understand that Specialist Mendiata had a point, but he wasn’t going to apologize for taking on this fight.

      “She needed help,” Carl shrugged. And maybe we kind of owe her too, he didn’t add. Specialist Mendiata, even though she was a trained Special Ops Pillarman and used to following orders no matter where they led, could be as argumentative as a wolverine on a bad day.

      The WarDog decided that discretion was probably the better part of valor. As was hitting people in the face too.

      “All I’m saying is that if we ever get off this dirt bucket before the mercenaries or the Palacians come a-looking, it’ll be a miracle . . .”

      Carl sighed. Around them, it was dark as they hugged the small creek that ran through the desert arroyo, past the desiccated spike trees, to where Samantha had told them King Tom’s camp was. They’d made it back to the Pegasus, taking Samantha with them—as well as a whole bunch of engineering equipment. The deal was that the sooner she could help Tucker get the scout recon up in the air, the sooner they would have a certified military war ship in the fight against the king.

      “Frack off,” Mendiata hissed back. A warning grunt from Abrams up ahead shut them up.

      The large lieutenant was crouched at the end of the arroyo where it opened out to look onto the surrounding, darkling canyon.

      The place around them was a huge canyon, its rocks dark but silvered with the light of the stars—and the floodlights from the bandit’s war base.

      “Oh, dang,” Mendiata groaned as soon as she settled into a crouch beside Abrams. “Are you seriously telling me that you want us to assault that? Three of us?!”

      Carl approached, hovering behind them to get a look.

      The bandit King Tom had apparently built a fortress for himself and his cronies. He had turned what had been a two-story concrete wall into a palisade with guns on top, along with floodlights and even squat guard towers and firing positions at regular intervals.

      On one side, the canyon was wide and dry, save for stands of more of those spike trees. On the other, there appeared to be a low and long, glittering lake.

      “A lake?” Abrams whispered. “No wonder the king’s the one in charge here. Look at all that H2O!”

      “Hmm,” Carl grumbled, raising his head to see that it wasn’t just one lake, apparently—it was banded at the far side by another concrete wall, this time crossing the end of the canyon bed. When his suit magnifiers got to work, he could make out another low wall beyond that too.

      “It’s terraced. Terraced waterways,” Carl realized and saw the gleam of silver machinery dotted across the water like turbines, cogs.

      “Ms. Bright said that is where they farm the algae, in those lagoon type things,” Abrams said. Carl and Mendiata nodded. They had heard the tale.

      That this place was an estuary system that diverted all the available water and rainfall for most of this hemisphere of Gorst. In a long series of interconnecting canals and old canyon creeks like this one, they farmed algae and collected water so that the tiny settlement of Fortune could always have enough nutrient dense food and water, even in the dry, terrible heat of summer.

      And then came along “King” Tom and his band of thirty-odd mercenaries, smugglers, and assorted criminals. Quite a big outfit for the frontier worlds. King Tom could recognize an opportunity when he saw one, and maybe he knew that there was no long-term game plan in flying around the frontier, getting shot at . . .

      Either way, Carl remembered Samantha saying he had landed here, rounded up all the guards, men, and anyone daring to raise a pistol—and put them to work in the algae farms while everyone else had to pay for the use of “his” water.

      “Thirty?” Carl growled.

      “In total, she wasn’t sure,” Abrams said. “I see . . .” the lieutenant hunched a little, peering forward as his Pillarman suit auto-magnified the guards before them.

      “I see two on patrol at this end, but then there’s the guard tower. Who knows how many are in there . . . ?”

      “Thermal signatures? Signals?” Mendiata asked, sighting along her rifle.

      “Too far to tell.” Abrams shook his head. “Even these suits only have a sensor range of thirty feet or so.”

      Mendiata nodded. “So, what’s the move—waltz on up and knock?”

      Abrams glowered for a moment and then turned back to the other two soldiers with a grin plastered all over his face.

      “Actually, that is exactly it.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Yeah, but why do we have to squish through this sludge?” Carl heard Mendiata whisper loudly over their suit comms, although he couldn’t actually see her.

      “Aren’t you supposed to be the who’s not afraid to get their hands dirty?” Abrams questioned. Mendiata told him in no uncertain terms what he could do with his opinions. In any other unit, she would probably have earned a disciplinary just for that.

      Carl, however, could not see what was going on because he was the one stepping from the arid sand and dirt up onto the stone-and-concrete ramp to the wall. Mendiata wasn’t anywhere in front of him, and neither was Abrams. They had, with the most enlightened of plans, half-submerged themselves in the lagoon and were walking through the waters at the base of the wall, hoping to find a way in to surprise the enemy while Carl caused a distraction.

      It's easy to see why I have to be the one to do this, Carl thought. He was the WarDog. Walking straight into terrible situations was precisely what he had been trained to do, after all.

      “You see anything?” Carl hissed as he stepped up onto the concrete platform and started to walk confidently forward. He didn’t raise his rifle just yet, but his hands were ready.

      Up ahead, the middle of the dam was piled up into ad-hoc buildings. Metal plates had been riveted across the structure, creating a squat tower.

      “There are openings low to the water. Maybe turbines. Maybe processing,” Abrams was saying, his microphone also picking up the sound of the slosh of water.

      “Seriously—have you seen this stuff! This is disgusting!” Mendiata said, her voice accompanied by extra gloops.

      “It’s algae. Protein rich, that stuff. Full of B vitamins, protein . . .”

      “I don’t care what it’s full of. Excuse me, Lieutenant, but it looks like your snot!”

      “Not excused,” Abrams chuckled.

      “Hey! Who goes there!” a voice shouted as Carl felt his heart hammer in anticipation and exultation.

      “We’re go,” he whispered, feeling an electric shiver of something that could have been excitement run down through his limbs. His heart was pounding faster as he widened his step, took one and then another lunging leap forwards.

      “Hey! Stop!” A floodlight was arcing across the wall, flaring toward him.

      How many paces? How far till I reach it? Carl was thinking. It was hard to judge, especially when his enhanced body chemicals were trying to tell him to charge forward to rip their throats out, to not care about anything but kill, kill, kill, and—

      Another long, lunging step, another, and another . . .

      And the floodlight caught him, full. Instantly, his suit treated his helmet visor for it, converting the brilliance into a hazy, dark glow as he lunge-stepped forwards again and again.

      There. There was the wall. The door.

      “What the—!” said the voice of the man who had shouted.

      He let the floodlight operator view him for a long moment as he increased his pace, knowing that his reaction times were going to be faster, quicker than anyone else’s.

      It’s me! Carl felt his lips pull back in a feral snarl. A part of him—the part that the UTA scientists had made—lived for this moment. It lived for the ability to see the fear and shock in the eyes of those who would dare oppose him, him, a WarDog!

      He wore his Exalted suit, but it wasn’t sprayed the gold and red that it had originally been. This one he had kept since leaving the Facility, but had taken it with him when he had rejoined the Pillarmen, since the rest of the Exalted, or WarDog 2.0, had been controlled by the xenovirus.

      It was now sprayed black with red edging the front panels.

      It added almost half a foot to Carl’s height and width, a suit of black-and-crimson metal that encapsulated him, made his shoulders and chest and arms and legs bigger. It completely enclosed his face in an angled wedge of a helmet, and with a hiss, he activated the protective defensive plates.

      Around his neck and shoulders, the edges of the plates flared open. It looked in the light a little like a porcupine since the edges of the plates were points covering his shoulder mantle.

      Six steps. Five.

      “Holy stars!” he heard, just as the first round went off.

      . . . and Carl was running forwards. He felt the slap as something hit the shoulder of his suit, but ultimately deflected by the defensive plate, which was designed to redirect fire away from the body.

      Carl felt another shot hit the suit, this time on his other side and lower against his thigh. It felt like being kicked by something hard and mean, but it didn’t slow him down. He could have started weaving and dodging perhaps, but the WarDog knew the effect that the sight of the sparking, fracturing bullets would have.

      “Frack!”

      . . . and his suit could take a few rounds. That was what it was designed for, right?

      Last step.

      Carl launched, kicking out with his legs and feeling his suit servo mechanisms and pistons lock into place. He was propelled into the air, kicking and scissoring his legs as he jumped much higher than any human should be able to.

      “Argh!” To land, smashing onto the top of the barricade wall, one knee knocking the floodlight and the attendant guard clean off it and down the side of the dam with a shrieking scream.

      
        
        Impact! Shock absorbers 80%

      

      

      Carl had hit the wall above the gate with the fizz and spark of the broken floodlight around him. He panted once.

      
        
        Warning! Enemy target incoming . . .

      

      

      His suit vector flashed and instantly narrowed into an arrow of orange light, growing smaller and faster as it concentrated to his right . . .

      There, at the end of the small wall, was another guard, who had just made it up the stairs and was leveling a rifle at him.

      
        
        Threat identifier: Palacian battle rifle. Multi-fire. Single/Burst.

      

      

      Okay, that was something that could cause him some problems. Carl dove forward, one hand catching the metal edge of the wall as he did so, allowing himself to roll over and out.

      He slammed into the concrete floor of the small space on the other side of the barricade. He was in. There was the first of the buildings right before him, two doors, as a spray of bullets hit the concrete floor behind.

      Carl threw himself back against the barricade wall, allowing the wall to be his cover as he unclipped his own rifle from his side, bringing up the gun and sighting upwards.

      There. The head of the mercenary appeared along with the gun as he looked over the edge for him.

      It was a simple shot, and the man was silent as he fell to crumple on the floor of the inner courtyard where the WarDog was standing.

      “Hey—we’re being attacked!” he heard someone shouting. One of the doors had opened, revealing momentarily a large mercenary in partial armor and carrying a heavy pistol.

      Carl sprayed the door with his own rifle, but even he wasn’t quick enough. The mercenary, seeing the very heavily armored man with the rifle in his own courtyard, had quickly ducked backwards as the second door opened.

      “Hsss!” Carl shot at that, too, and continued firing as he broke into a run across the space.

      “I’m in—you’d better do whatever you’re doing!” Carl said as he hit the first door at the same time that the hiding, heavy-set guard had dared to poke his gun out of it. The heavy pistol fired even as Carl’s feet left the ground, and he was hitting the door with the hiding guard behind it before he even registered the pain.

      
        
        Warning! Front plate compromised. Inner plate compromised . . .

      

      

      It was an almost point-blank shot with a heavy pistol. Carl didn’t have time to think about how dangerous that was, and he couldn’t even feel the pain from the shot in his side as he crashed through the door and down the steps on the inside, with the heavy-set guard crunching underneath that.

      The WarDog skidded, tumbling to the corridor at the end of the stairs, and he could hear himself growling as he grabbed the metal door and slammed it downwards once more, rendering the mercenary beneath it unconscious or broken. He didn’t stop to find out since there was the sound of an alarm blaring around him, and the corridor was filled with the flash of orange-and-yellow light.

      “They’re on to us,” Carl said over his radio, standing up from his crouch to find his body suddenly stiff. He stumbled a little to one side against the wall. Looking down, he saw that the defensive plates wrapping his lower left side were torn and ruptured, and his side and ribs felt hot and tight.

      
        
        Assessing damage . . . Impact damage. Blood loss. Possible fracture . . .

      

      

      “You don’t say, not with that entrance,” Mendiata said. “We’ve found the way in. Dirty crud hole of a service tunnel. We’ll be with you in a second. Hey, are you okay?”

      “Just dandy,” Carl lied, breathing deep through his nose as he willed his body to ignore the pain.

      It is just another sensation, right? Just another feeling like pain or joy or tiredness or hunger. I am not my sensations. I am Fire and Fury.

      I am a WarDog . . .

      Carl turned and started moving down the passageway, knowing that he had to cause as much disturbance as possible, preferably over the shortest amount of time. He had his rifle up and pointed ahead of him, but when he walked, his right side was dragging, pulling funny.

      Don’t think about it. Don’t let the pain in, he was thinking as the corridor reached a turn.

      
        
        Warning! Enemy target ahead . . .

      

      

      Someone appeared at the turn, a mercenary running forward, something like a long gun in his hands. Carl took him out in a scatter of bullets.

      
        
        Warning! Enemy target . . .

      

      

      But there had been a door behind him, under the stairs? And before Carl had a chance to turn around, he felt something striking him across the shoulders. Something heavy and unstoppable.

      
        
        Alert! Impact damage! Outer plate compromised . . .

      

      

      Carl was thrown forward, hitting the wall and sliding as he knew he had to move—move—away from the next strike.

      He allowed one knee to fall as he twisted awkwardly with his wounded side, just as the heavy, iron-shod mace crashed into the wall where his helmet had been a second before.

      Carl was half kneeling on the floor as a large bandit with part-encounter armor was pulling back the mace once again, looking to flatten him within his suit as easily as if he were a tin of auto-rations.

      Carl had dropped his rifle in the strike, but that didn’t mean that he wasn’t dangerous. His fists were covered in heavy alloys, wound and bound with metal wires, and covered in plates and assisted strength servos that made up his gauntlets.

      And plus, his body was currently pumping some premium-grade synth drugs.

      He shot his fist out, not at the man’s face, but instead grabbing the wrist of the mercenary aiming at him with the mace. He caught it and snarled as the mercenary, shocked that anyone could apparently match their strength, attempted to wrestle the weapon away.

      Carl’s grip just tightened. He drew himself up to his stumbling, awkward feet and grabbed the man by the neck. The mercenary was currently hammering his side with his fists—and getting nowhere.

      “You picked the wrong day to be a pest,” Carl hissed, feeling his feral strength run through him. He tensed and lifted the man clear from the ground just by his throat.

      
        
        Warning! Enemy targets detected—

      

      

      Suddenly, his suit was blaring at him that there were others coming. He turned, holding the body of the mercenary before him as a hail of bullets struck the choking man.

      Carl was snarling, growling as he shoved—no, threw—the man forward to land on his fellows and pounced after them.

      Do you think you can stop me? ME?! I am Fire and Fury! I was made for this! He had forgotten even to pick up his gun as he landed on the bodies of the fallen men, spilling out into the wider room beyond as he pummeled his fists on them, not caring who he hit.

      He heard shouts, squeals, pops.

      And screams.

      Huh?

      The scream wasn’t coming from the mercenaries underneath him. Instead, it was coming from a much younger, higher voice somewhere in the room beyond. Looking up, Carl realized that he was busy kneeling on a pile of dead or seriously injured bodies, pummeling them into a red paste. At the same time, there was a room full of children and young people looking at him.

      So what?! I’m here for a mission. THE mission! A part of him wanted to howl and snarl, to scare even them away—but there was a greater part of him that felt ashamed.

      That same shame that had followed him ever since the Three Worlds Offensive.

      They call you a monster because in their eyes, that is all that you will ever be. A monster. Just another killer.

      There was a reason why the UTA Pillarmen units were sent out after people like him. There was a reason why the old WarDogs had been hunted down, trapped, and disappeared into the Facility—taken out of the general population and repurposed into the Exalted. Because they were dangerous killers. Each and every one.

      No, Carl thought to himself, slowly getting up as the blood dripped from his fists and suit, and his entire front was spattered with it.

      How many? He had lost count how many people he had killed in just a few short minutes. But that was what was required of him, that was what they had asked him to do.

      “Eight,” a new voice broke into Carl’s horror as if answering his unvoiced question.

      “You just tore apart eight of my men without even breaking a sweat—and not many can do that.”

      It was a voice that Carl recognized because it belonged to King Tom, who was standing at the far end of the room on a raised platform with giant, rounded ceramic pipes half occupying the space.

      There was a sea of children between Carl and King Tom, and to Carl’s horror, he saw that there was also a small child held in the clutches of the power-mad bandit.

      It was Ellie Bright. King Tom had Samantha’s daughter grabbed around the neck with a heavy pistol resting on her blonde hair.

      “I should have guessed that you were something special,” King Tom sneered at the man. “The moment I saw you at Fortune. No one from the frontier would be stupid enough to speak back to me. It seems that you’re not from the frontier, are you . . .WarDog?”
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      WarDog.

      The name reverberated through the room and through Carl like it was a thrown missile.

      The bandit knows what I am, Carl thought as his anger and fury quickly started to drain away from his limbs, leaving the man that he was behind: weak, fatigued, shaky. And shameful.

      The eyes of the rest of the children of Fortune were transfixed on either Carl or King Tom, but Carl couldn’t tell if they were more appalled at him or at the other.

      They just saw me beat all of these guys to death, he was thinking, appalled even at himself. His horror and self-loathing married perfectly with the sudden dearth of chemicals in his system. The WarDog high never lasted long, as it was designed for the sudden intensity of breaking battle lines. The UTA had never cared if their enhanced soldiers survived much beyond that—why would they, when they could just dose up the next bunch of recruits?

      “Achh!” With the exhaustion came the rising, growing awareness that he was hurt. Possibly badly. Carl looked down to see that his side where he had been shot at point-blank range was crumpled and rent, and there were sprints of machine lubricant from his suit running down his thigh and leg like black blood. His side felt like he had a spear stuck through him, and it hurt every time he moved or breathed.

      Get it together, Dog! Carl demanded of himself, struggling to stand upright, to pretend that he was nowhere near as hurt as he was. He knew that his unique biochemistry was erratic at best, but he also knew that he could summon it back if he needed to—couldn’t he?

      I’ve done so before when I really needed it . . . He started to breathe in little sips, then lengthening the breaths, trying not to pant. It was hard when every rise and fall of his chest pulled at whatever had happened inside his suit, and a fresh wave of fire would break out over his lower body.

      Concentrate, stars damn it! Carl was thinking as the sound of chuckling broke through the room.

      “Yes. I know what you are. I saw your kind at Trefalas and at Ovid 3 . . .” King Tom was saying. He caressed Ellie’s hair with the muzzle of his pistol.

      Trefalas? Ovid 3? Carl didn’t remember them. He had learned early on to stop caring about the names of the frontier and the Palacian worlds that he would be sent into. If he knew their names, then that meant he would start to wonder. About who lived there, about the soldiers he was tearing apart, their stories, their families . . .

      Maybe they had kids just like the ones here. Carl felt another wave of loathing and tried to rally against it. Ellie Bright was in danger right in front of him. He had to do something.

      But what if all I do is make it worse? the treacherous thought told him. That was another feature of his condition, wasn’t it? Not caring about the damage that he caused—or the trauma, the destruction.

      “You are going to fetch a handsome price when I hand you over to the Palacian Navy, you know,” the supposed king said. “Now, I suggest you take off that suit of yours, kneel on the floor, and wait for my guards—or else little Ellie here and these other children are never going home to their mamas again, y’understand me?”

      Carl nodded. He did understand the man. Only too well. He cast a desperate look at Ellie to see that her face was distraught with fear and terror, her eyes red with tears.

      Could he really be so arrogant as to think that he could save Ellie and a room full of frontier children alone?

      Okay. Carl felt his hopes crash. There was no way he could do it. Not get to her past twenty or so kids before King Tom pulled the trigger.

      I’ve failed. I can’t do this . . . he kneeled on the floor and raised his hands to the sides of his helmet, about to take it off.

      “Ah—there you are! Keep this one covered. Don’t get too close!” King Tom said as there was a shuffle of feet at the door, and the rest of his guards came to his aid.

      Only they weren’t King Tom’s guards who were entering the hall, and they certainly weren’t coming to his aid.

      “Freeze right there, Tom,” snarled Pillarman Lieutenant Abrams, and Pillarman Specialist Corporal Mendiata, skidding into the room with their rifles up and trained at the bandit leader.

      “Huh?! This changes nothing!” Although King Tom was shocked at their arrival, he recovered quickly. “I’m still the one with the gun! I’m still the one with all the chips!”

      “Your men are done, Tom,” Abrams snarled. “Dead or in hiding. You haven’t got anything now. Give up the child!”

      “Never!” Tom growled, his grip on the pistol shifting so that it was pressed against Ellie’s cheek.

      The girl whimpered, terrified.

      No! Carl felt anger—no, rage—run through him. His pain started to subside; his heart started to beat faster.

      “Tom—if you harm a hair on her head, I swear that we’ll . . .” Abrams was demanding as the bandit king laughed at them.

      “You’ll what, exactly? Watch as I start executing people?! Now lower your weapons and stand aside!” Tom demanded as spittle flew from his mouth. “What precisely are the mighty WarDogs and Terrans going to do?!!”

      Abrams was silent for a moment. Carl could hear the dull whirr of the machines, and the gasps and muttered cries of the assembled children.

      “What are we going to do?” The lieutenant asked the room, pulling an exasperated face.

      “I guess you really don’t know us Terrans at all, do you?” he said—as the whirring suddenly grew a whole lot louder, and it was followed by a deafening crack.
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        * * *

      

      “Run! Get out of here!” The WarDog could hear Mendiata’s voice shouting at the children as all hell seemed to break loose in that moment. There was a terrible groaning sound, the ceiling was shaking, and even the floor appeared to be quivering under the WarDog’s feet.

      The children had reacted to the sudden, deafening noise, erupting into shrieks and screams as their fear overtook their legs, and they scattered in a maddening scramble, bodies racing for the exits everywhere.

      What is it? What did they do? Carl was thinking as he jumped to his feet once more, all pain forgotten as synthetic adrenalines and half a dozen other designer chemicals were pumped through his system.

      WHAM! Another loud noise—an explosion—from somewhere above them, Carl was thinking. It sifted dust from the roof as a gap cleared before Carl and the bandit king.

      He’s getting away! The WarDog could see the man making for the back of the raised part of the room, dragging Ellie with him.

      “Abrams!” he called, looking across to see that the lieutenant and specialist were engulfed by the streaming, screaming children. They couldn’t get there as fast as he could.

      No. He wasn’t going to let this happen. The WarDog broke into a run, his stride lengthening and feeling oddly tight because his injury was still there—even if he couldn’t feel it.

      “No! Get off me!” Ellie cried out ahead of him. Carl heard himself snarl, wolfish as he lengthened his stride, one metal-booted foot after another lengthening—devouring the yards between them.

      There was the edge of the platform, a railing guarding it from the short drop to the factory floor. Carl vaulted, feeling his suit lock up tight and release as one hand caught the railing and propelled him over it to skid across the wooden boards of the upper area.

      “Help!” He heard a shout up ahead of him coming from the mess and nest of giant pipes and factory workings. It was dark at the back of the room, lit only by the occasional, maddening swing of one of the overhead lights. Carl dove between giant metal tubes on either side and ducked under ceramic pipes overhead. The paths were narrow, running alongside the large machineries and into their workings as Carl followed not his suit’s heat signature readings but the animal instincts of a predator on the hunt.

      A thump and a squeal of pain sounded from around the corner as he turned around the edge of a large, rotating cylinder.

      “Gah!” There was the bandit king, one hand holding Ellie as he fired back at Carl.

      Carl ducked, throwing himself to one side and out of the way of the heavy pistol while King Tom thrust Ellie through a door and himself after.

      No! He was so close! The WarDog launched himself down the short passageway to the door just as there was a loud scraping and metallic thumping sound from the far side. He grabbed the lever, but the door only whined in protest.

      It had been wedged. Not locked, Carl saw, taking a deep breath before he turned his shoulder and barged it, heavily, with one solid push . . .

      The door reverberated, and its metal hinges screamed in protest, but it still did not open. Carl was panting, and an echo of the pain that he had thought he had forgotten ran down his side. The door had buckled inwards under the charge of the WarDog in the Exalted suit, however. He could see the hazy, graying light on the far side from the coming dawn.

      I can do this, he thought. He was not going to let King Tom get away. He was not going to let Ellie be killed, not on his watch.

      He threw himself once more at the door, this time using the additional controls of his suit to maximize his strength and aid his back muscles as he hammered against it, and—

      It smashed open, throwing him against a set of metal stairs that led up to the top wall of the Gorst dam.

      
        
        Alert!

      

      

      His suit warned him only moments before he was hit by a falling asteroid. No—it wasn’t a falling asteroid, but it felt like it. A bullet ricocheted off his shoulders, splitting and rupturing the defensive plate there, and it felt like that mercenary with the lead hammer had hit him.

      It can’t end this way. Carl the WarDog saw red. He grabbed onto the stairs with both hands and flung himself forward as if he really were a wolf on all fours, pouncing up the stairs to jump onto the top of the dam—then blinded by a sudden brilliance.

      It wasn’t from the dawn sun that was not yet rising over the dark canyon wall opposite.

      The brilliance—and the roaring in his ears—came from the thrusters of none other than the Pegasus, fixed and fit, hovering over the water of the lagoon. Now slowly turning toward the small figure of the running King Tom and the child hostage.

      The Pegasus lit up the king with its powerful floodlights, and Carl immediately had an answer to what was causing that terrible banging. The craft had been dropping charges into the lagoon, ones on timed explosives like depth charges. Their detonations had shaken the building itself.

      “Stay back! Get back!” And there was King Tom, halted in his run down the far length of the dam wall, as the Pegasus lowered across his path. He was still clutching onto Ellie with one hand. With the other he was waving the pistol, first pointing it back at Carl and then ahead at the Pegasus and finally—back to Ellie again.

      “Clear a path or the girl dies! I promise you!” King Tom was shouting, but Carl could see that he had lost his edge and the control of the situation. There was panic and fear in his voice—and that made him even more dangerous.

      A panicked person might decide to shoot everyone, Carl knew. Or he might decide to throw himself and Ellie over the dam. An animal in terror could do almost anything.

      “It’s over, Tom,” Carl called out, his voice a low, menacing growl as he kept pacing forward, step after step. “Give her up. There’s only one way you get out of this alive.”

      The WarDog kept stalking forward. He knew that he had to close the distance—and fast.

      “I’ll shoot her! I’ll do it!” the would-be king repeated.

      “And then what, Tom?” Carl said. He had heard somewhere that you’re supposed to say their first name often to make the person feel less in danger. “We’re not backing down,” he said, continuing to step toward the anguished man, “and if you kill her, you’ll have me on your throat in the next second. So just give up. There’s no way out of this,” he was saying, keeping his voice low as he stepped, stepped, stepped.

      “Stay back!” The king swiftly burst out, turning his pistol in Carl’s direction. It would be another point-blank shot. If Tom managed to fire it directly into Carl’s face visor, then it might just kill him.

      Suddenly, Ellie moved at Tom’s side, squirming where she was clutched and sinking her teeth into the meat of his palm.

      “Ach! You little—!” The older man reacted just as one does when surprisingly bitten by a young, fierce child. He let her go, and she evaporated, taking to her heels and pelting behind Carl in a flash—and the WarDog leapt forward.

      “Ach!” King Tom was roaring, swinging the pistol up. He was about to fire at Carl when the WarDog caught him, ducking a shoulder and an arm so that it caught the king’s outstretched gun hand from underneath as he jumped. He forced the arm high, and the gun fired harmlessly into the dawn air.

      And then Carl’s shoulder barged King Tom full in the chest with all the strength of one of the enhanced WarDogs and a full Exalted battle suit. There was a crunch as Tom was thrown backwards, his steps pinwheeling for an awful, sickening moment—and then he was striking the guardrail of the dam and falling over it. The would-be King of Gorst disappeared without a trace, and it all happened so fast.

      Then it was followed by a sickening, final thump on the far side of the dam. The dry side. The side which the bandit king—rather ironically—had refused to give water to.

      It was over.

      It’s over, Carl repeated to himself as he slumped to his knees, a wave of exhaustion rolling over him.

      “Is he dead?” a small voice said at his side. The horrified, moon-faced Ellie Bright appeared in Carl’s view.

      “Don’t look!” the WarDog said quickly. No, have I traumatized someone again? Is this murder and hurt all that I am capable of?

      “I had to stop him from shooting you,” Carl said weakly. “I didn’t mean for him to . . .” It was true, he hadn’t. Or he hadn’t consciously, anyway. His enhanced killer instincts, programmed into the marrow of his bones, might have had something different to say about it.

      “Good. I’m glad you killed him,” he heard Ellie say, as she did her best to fold him, bloodied suit and all, into a hug.
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      “You don’t have to go so soon, y’know,” Samantha was saying to Abrams as Tucker and Mendiata were loading up the last of the water barrels and spare food rations into the Pegasus.

      They were parked outside of Fortune. Although the place was poor by even frontier standards, the families of the town had managed to amass spare rations, medical supplies, and kits that they could give to the UTA Pillarmen for defeating King Tom and returning their families to them.

      Abrams had refused most of the supplies, however—a fact that deeply irked Specialist Mendiata, Carl realized. The lieutenant said the inhabitants of Fortune might need their supplies in the short run, considering how the war between Palace and Terra was going.

      “Oh, your wars don’t affect us much out here,” Samantha said dryly, holding onto her hat as a drift of brisk and sand-laced desert wind threatened to tear it from her. “We get a Palacian patrol every now and then. Sometimes they try to conscript us, but all the able-bodied just go out into the caves, and we wait until the dust settles down.” Samantha laughed then cast a meaningful look at Abrams.

      “Y’know, there’s a lot to be said for keeping your head down and getting on with an honest life,” she said. “It was the same after the last war too. Everyone’s talking about it, but life just keeps on going on for the little people. Just so long as we stay out of the way, most people don’t bother us.”

      “Yeah, but you trade, don’t ya?” Specialist Mendiata paused while hauling water, scowling at the woman. Carl began to wonder if there was some sort of rivalry going on between them.

      Samantha nodded. “Aye, once every two moons, the local merchant tug comes through. Mostly we can’t afford it, but we can barter some.”

      “Well, imagine having no one left to trade with,” Mendiata said, earning a dark look from Samantha.

      No one had told her about the xenovirus. As Carl saw Abrams’ confused face, he realized that the lieutenant wasn’t going to, either.

      “Let’s just say that there’s more going on in this war than there was in the last,” Abrams said heavily. He didn’t mention the fact that there was an alien fungus mutating and spreading across human space, nor the fact that it had been weaponized by the Palacians.

      He also didn’t mention that the alien fungus in question turned people into raving monsters or that it appeared to be intelligent, controlling the super soldiers who had been injected with its compounds in secret government programs.

      Maybe all of that was too much for a farewell speech on the small planet of Gorst.

      “Well, whatever trouble is going on up in those skies,” Samantha said, “you planning on stopping it?”

      “Yes, ma’am, we are,” the lieutenant said.

      Carl yawned, lifting himself and the crate of smoked meats that he was supposed to be transporting, and started to trudge up the entry ramp to the Pegasus’ hold. His side still felt like it had been battered by the hammers of a million imps from the very gates of hell—but at least the painkillers were helping. After the events on the dam, Abrams and Mendiata had guided the young people out of the dam, and then the Pegasus had lit their way back across the desert. Carl had been stuffed in a medical bay for their machines to start work reknitting his body. When they peeled off his suit, this revealed that the gunshots he had sustained had crumpled the inner plates directly into his flesh.

      A couple days in a medical bed, and he had emerged mostly alright, with new cellular grafts holding his skin and organs together—but it still hurt like a fracker.

      “Dog,” a sudden, small voice surprised him by saying.

      He turned around awkwardly to see that there was Ellie Bright, small and blonde and looking up at him, holding something out in her hands.

      It was a figurine carved from the dark wood of the desiccated, fierce spike trees they had around here.

      And it was of a dog, its forelegs curving just a little and its snout down to indicate it was pouncing or dancing.

      “For you,” the child said. “It’s a dog.”

      “It is.” Carl stopped, putting down the crate as he took the small piece of blackened wood and marveled at how well it was made. And at the way that the girl apparently wasn’t scared of what he was. She overheard what King Tom called me. She knew, and she didn’t care.

      He looked up to see that Ellie clearly hated goodbyes as much as he did. She was already scampering back to clutch at her mother’s waist.

      Samantha Bright looked up, the frontier engineer’s eyes catching Carl’s own, and he saw a hardening of her features. She clearly wasn’t as happy about the fact that there was a bona fide, murderous WarDog right here on her planet and that her child had taken a shine to him.

      But she held his gaze, and she nodded once at him, all the same.

      There. I respect what you did. You saved my daughter, that look said. And for that, I’m not gonna scream about what you are.

      It was good enough for Carl. He had seen and heard people do plenty worse when they had figured out what he was—and that was in the United Terran territories where the WarDogs were supposed to be on their side! Carl had no idea just what sort of bogeyman reputation his kind had out here on the Palacian side of the frontier.

      But still, that simple recognition was good enough. Carl turned, picked up the crate, and sauntered back up the ramp and into the Pegasus, ready for the jump home.
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      “Rising, initiating dampeners . . . Some turbulence expected . . .”

      Technical Specialist Tucker’s voice was a low, constant monotone as the UTA scout recon, the Pegasus, rose on the twin plumes of its thruster fire, into the clear skies of Gorst, and beyond. The entire ship shook, the metal groaned, and the thrusters were a dull roar far below them as the windows turned from searing, brilliant white to a suffocating blanket of black.

      “There’s still a little too much reverberation for my liking,” Tucker was saying as Abrams and Mendiata unclipped from their harnesses and started to move around the main hold, checking straps and getting the ship ready for the next jump.

      “She knew what she was doing though,” Mendiata said a little spitefully. Once again, Carl wondered if the specialist felt ousted when another strong woman won the admiration of the two Pillarmen.

      “Bright did a damn good job considering her tools, actually,” Tucker insisted. “The EF drive is operational, we’re down two positional thrusters, but I’m compensating via the flight management software. It’s incredible we even got off that planet at all!”

      “Hmm.” Mendiata nodded. Proficiency had a way of breeding respect in the Pillarmen, Carl noted.

      “How’s the transmitter? Can we get a message to the Abelard?” Abrams was saying. He manhandled a crate back into position before looking at it skeptically.

      “Already on it, sir,” Tucker was saying as the green holo writing appeared in front of him, clearly visible over his shoulder.

      
        
        UTA Pegasus / Secure encryption / Connection to UTA server . . .

        Redirecting: subspace network: A-Dark-43 . . .

      

      

      Meanwhile, Carl was turning over the figurine of the little wooden dog in his hands. It was small enough to fit in his palm, and yet the girl had even managed to sculpt a bared-teeth growl on its maw. It looked fierce, and he wondered if that was something he was proud of.

      Fierce. Angry. Murderous, the WarDog was thinking, a part of him still aching from his encounter on the planet below, a part of him shocked at how brazenly he had killed and not cared.

      Is this all I am? he wondered. A tool. A loyal dog. Defender of Terra . . .

      
        
        Alert! Connection established . . .

      

      

      All at once, the voice of Colonel Forrest filled the hold. The small, constrained, and exacting superior officer aboard the UTA Abelard and leader of the Special Ops Pillarmen—her voice was glitchy and crackling, breaking up.

      “. . . good to hear you, Pegasus. We have . . . your status. You’re too far . . .”

      The connection hissed, crackled, and popped. Tucker clicked his teeth angrily.

      “Palacian frontier. They must be running interference across all of this space,” he was saying, his hands worked to try and clear up the connection.

      “Pegasus to Abelard, mission successful. Repeat: gold mission successful. Requesting rendezvous coordinates,” the technical specialist was saying.

      “. . . incoming! Your area crawling with a Palacian sweep,” they heard the colonel say, and suddenly, Carl’s ears pricked up. He pocketed the figurine and looked up as Mendiata and Abrams hurriedly returned to their webbing seats.

      “Repeat that, Abelard, previous gold mission successful. We just need a rendezvous.”

      “Negatory. Palacian forces . . . Frontier Systems 1 through 29. Xenovirus spreading in UTA 33, 32, 31—”

      “What?” Carl hissed low, his glance looking up to find Mendiata and Abrams similarly shocked. “Did she just say the xenovirus is spreading across UTA space?”

      “Sounds like it, Corporal,” Abrams growled as Colonel Forrest’s words came back over the transmitter.

      “. . . systems alert. Distress call, Frontier System 26 . . . UTA civilians in need . . . You’re our nearest.”

      And then, with a final snarl of static, all sound was lost.

      “So, it looks like they’re not planning to swoop in and help us out?” Mendiata said dryly, earning a sharp rebuke from Abrams.

      “To me, that was pretty clear. Palacian forces everywhere, xenovirus ditto. And we have a new mission: a distress call from a UTA asset in Frontier System 26. What am I missing?” the lieutenant said.

      “Only that our ship is about three micro-welds away from breaking apart,” Mendiata grumbled, as much to herself as to the lieutenant.

      Abrams let out a hiss of annoyance, effectively ending the backchat from the specialist. But he still raised his head to ask Tucker something.

      “What’s your verdict? Can the EF drive make a jump from nine to twenty-six?” he asked.

      There was a slight pause from the pilot, and in that pause was an ocean of unsaid things. But his voice came back firm.

      “There’s no reason we can’t make that jump according to diagnostics. I have faith in Bright’s welding, sir.”

      Faith, Carl thought as his hand sought out the figurine of the dog in his pocket. Maybe that was another quality he had forgotten to add to the list.

      “Then let’s do it. Fire her up and go,” Abrams ordered. “You heard the colonel, people—a distress call from twenty-six! We have a mission. How can we be any luckier than to be four fit, healthy soldiers from the greatest civilization ever known, in service to the best corps humanity has ever produced, and with a mission ahead of us?!”

      Carl didn’t precisely know whether he agreed with those exact sentiments, as the wooden dog dug into his palm.

      The Pegasus rocketed away from the vanishing Gorst, achieving a far enough distance to engage its Enhanced Feynman drive. Seen from the outside, Carl knew that the constellation of smaller thrusters burned a steady white as the craft settled into a single, constant line. The acceleration had to be balanced. They had to be cruising at a high speed to even begin the operation.

      But nothing broke. Nothing shook or shuddered. The repair work done by the Gorst engineer and Specialist Tucker held.

      With the heavy exactitude of mechanical grace, the outer drive ring extended from the body on its connecting struts, surrounding the thrusters at the rear of the hawk-like Pegasus. There was a glitter of red lights around it, and then the red became a brighter, fiercer glow, growing stronger.

      A visible tremor ran through the body of the craft, a shake that caused the scout recon to shift slightly on its axis. A blind moment of panic buzzed through the Pegasus as all crew members on board wondered if the drive ring would indeed hold.

      But then it did, and the red glow was intensifying and brightening, becoming a corona of fierce, white fire. The glow spread forwards and around the vessel as the bubble of subatomic particles was generated, agitated, disturbed.

      And then, suddenly, with a flash of brilliant white, the Pegasus was accelerating into a pinprick, leaving behind a flaring stream of white light as it was thrown forwards between the fabrics of space-time.

      Silence.

      The white flare of light stayed for a breath longer as the particles left behind decayed. Then the disturbances and fluctuations left in the fabric of this patch of space steadied, returning to normal.

      But there was something else moving in the dark of space too.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      A shape shot across the night of System 9, a fat-bellied disk of a ship in mottled blacks and tans and ochres. It was the Palacian beta gunship, the mercenaries on the trail of the Pegasus. Their front ports flickered with light as their sensors tasted and sniffed at the wake left by the UTA scout recon. Inside, there was the chatter of orders, anger, and plots.

      “Did we de-encrypt?”

      “Aye, Captain. Something about System 26. UTA civilians? But the security the UTA rats were running was good—it was glitchy at best.”

      “Don’t give me that! I want results, not excuses!”

      “Aye, Captain. Frontier System 26. That’s where they’re heading.”

      A moment’s pause in the chatter, before the voice of the captain returned, musing and contented now.

      “The navy will be very proud of us. Very glad they gave us access to their military satellites! Should have done this years ago!” the apparent captain of the mercenary ship was gloating. “Send a message to the local Palacian Navy. Tell ’em we’re on the trail of a UTA scout in their territory. Tell ’em we’re going for the bounty, then prepare the drive, got it?”

      “Aye, sir.”

      “But don’t fire her up yet! I’m ordering an off duty for all nonessentials. One hour. That way, when we arrive, the UTA will hopefully be landed or moored somewhere, and they’ll be sitting ducks!”

      “Aye, sir, as you say. Sitting ducks.”

      “Those UTA scum will think twice about ever setting a tail fin in the Palacian frontier again—and they’ll never forget the name of the Maleka Reavers!”
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      Frontier System 26

      

      
        
        Stellar location: Frontier System 26.

        Scanning available worlds: . . .

        World found: Vespers.

      

      

      “We’re here,” Carl heard Lieutenant Abrams murmur. Carl had just entered the small joint cabin and was back in his basic encounter suit after a brief sleep in one of the tiny crew berths that were stacked like sardine cans along the middle of the Pegasus.

      Their jump had been—remarkably—successful. This added to the sense of relief that percolated among the four-person crew, perhaps aided by the brief accolades they had received on Gorst and a new supply of dried meats.

      They had reached the outskirts of Frontier System 26, where Tucker had taken them in on manual drive. It would take longer but would make them near invisible to any long-range Palacian scanners.

      “She’s a trash alley.” Specialist Mendiata was leaning over Tucker’s flight chair and looking at the system ahead. There was the dim glow of System 26’s sun, looking hazy and indistinct, and in the foreground, what could only be described as a mess of broken planetoids. “Trash alley” was the not-so-technical but very accurate term used to describe systems such as this—where there was a high percentage of asteroid belts, ill or half-formed planetoids, or general rock fields.

      “Well, somewhere she’s got UTA citizens,” Abrams murmured, already clipping on his heavier encounter suit, tightening the straps where there were straps, and clicking the magnet locks into place.

      “Still no idea what the alert was?” Carl asked, reaching for his own heavier Exalted tactical gear from off the fabrication and repair unit. First went on the belt and mantle, then he stepped into the leg greaves, pulled on the body armor . . . This little ritual had become second nature to him by now, although the advanced Exalted battle suit had numerous small advantages over even the matte-black Special Ops gear that Abrams and the others were wearing. As soon as he pulled on the arm greaves, Carl felt the commonplace pinprick of the contact tabs as they rested on his inner wrist, measuring and releasing a cocktail of drugs meant to soothe and aid a mutant super soldier such as himself.

      Ah . . . But despite what this procedure meant that he was, he couldn’t deny that it felt good.

      “Well, I’m guessing they’re pretty fracked, right?” said Mendiata, ever the insightful one of the crew.

      Lieutenant Abrams coughed loudly. “Comms are shut down. Even this near to the UTA borders, we’re still picking up interference.”

      “Sweet stars.” Carl raised his eyebrows. This was as bad as the last Terran-Palacian war, wasn’t it? If the kingdom of Palace dared to scatter interference this deep into the frontier, it must mean they were on the offensive. How many UTA worlds are they attacking? How deep into UTA territory are they?

      “Ah,” Tucker said, and the tone in his voice brought their attention to a snapping focus. He didn’t need to direct them to what they were looking at or needed to look at.

      Because there, up ahead of them, they could see that across the scatter of broken rocks and asteroids, many of them had acquired a strange green-and-white haze.

      Carl immediately felt his back teeth ache, an electric tingle that was near pain, but not quite.

      “Please tell me that’s natural atmosphere,” he heard Abrams hopelessly mutter.

      It wasn’t.

      “Negatory, sir, those rocks are too small to hold any sort of atmosphere,” Tucker advised.

      They all knew what they were looking at anyway. They had seen that same haze before on Philas B and Kaolan 33.

      “Xenovirus,” Carl growled as the electric tremor ran through his body. It was the same sensation he got when his own strange chemicals kicked in. And bizarrely, he got the same feelings, almost an angered, violent rush, when he drew near the xenovirus.

      “Positive scans coming back. It’s confirmed,” Tucker whispered.

      
        
        Pegasus Forward Sensor Suite:

        . . . Traces of biological life.

        . . . Enhanced power (reactor) drives.

        . . . Unidentified xeno-agent (biological).

      

      

      Bingo, Carl thought. His hands clenched into fists on their own, and something spiked his palm unexpectedly.

      Ow. Looking down, he saw that it was the wooden figurine of the dog carved for him, leaping and growling. His eyes held onto it for just a moment before he slipped the small model into one of his belt modules without thinking why. It represented something he didn’t want to be, but he felt superstitious about leaving it behind.

      “Like I said, pretty fracked,” Mendiata confirmed, sighing as she stepped back. Moving past the lieutenant and Carl, she started to get her gear together.

      “Looks like the xenovirus hit this system—but how?” Abrams asked. “Was it one of the Palacian viral bombs? Tucker—get me a zero on Vespers and the citizens. Please tell me they aren’t an asteroid community.”

      “Running the scans, pulling up the data, sir,” Tucker was saying. Carl found that he had walked forward, almost unconsciously, to take Mendiata’s place. His eyes were intent on that green-and-cream haze ahead of them, like a smear across the asteroid belt. He swore that he could see the colors move a little, eddy, haze . . .

      
        
        UTA STELLAR ENCYCLOPEDIA: Vespers . . .

        Location: 3rd planet from 26 Sol.

        Conditions: Habitable.

        Gravity: Earth-normal.

        Atmosphere: CO2 rich, approaching Earth-normal.

        STATUS: Inhabited. UTA treaty world (unaligned). <500 souls. Religious community.

      

      

      “What the frack?” Abrams said, looming behind Carl. “Why would the UTA bother to have a treaty with some unaligned frontier religion or cult?”

      Carl barely registered his question as his eyes kept looking at the strange swirls in the world infected by the alien virus. It was creating its own atmosphere down there. It was terraforming, quietly, without fanfare, doing its own thing, as unstoppable as time itself.

      “The frontier is full of quacks and cults,” Abrams continued, a fact that everyone here knew. It was just as full of smugglers and would-be bandit kings. “Why would the UTA bother to confer citizenship to this one if they didn’t even want to move their temples to main UTA space?”

      “Exchange for long-range telemetry is my guess,” Abrams said. The small part of Carl that wasn’t intent on the alien virus agreed this made sense.

      “The UTA needs sensors and radars out here on the frontier. If some whacked-out priests want to keep them running for us, then why not?” the technical specialist said.

      Something flickered in the mutant haze before Carl’s eyes.

      “Look!” the WarDog hissed, his voice a feral growl. Something was—changing—out there on the viral rocks.

      There was an eddy in the cream-and-green haze, and something emerged from the surface of the planet.

      “Specialist—magnify on that!” Abrams hissed for the screen to leap toward the distant movement, revealing a scatter of cloud-like droplets emerging from the mutant atmosphere. It was as if the rock itself was flinging droplets of itself, like the splashes from a puddle.

      The screen zoomed again to catch the outlying bubble—a greenish, white, and off-yellow button with a frilled edge rising on its own plume of green-tinged vapors. It had been flung from its mother planet outwards, and they tracked it as it flew through the stars, looking as ephemeral as a soap bubble filled with smoke.

      To then strike the neighboring dead piece of rock and seemingly disappear against its dark texture.

      But it hadn’t disappeared, Carl knew. That was the xenovirus seeding itself. That was how it spread. How far could those pockets of virus-and-gas bodies travel before they collapsed in the void? Would they collapse at all? Could one of those baubles of biological warfare be traveling right now through the interstellar night straight for Earth Prime?

      Home. Carl’s mind shook with such a sense of longing and fierce wonder that he almost gasped, unsure why he was feeling it or where it was even coming from.

      “That’s how the virus took out that Palace ship!” Tucker breathed in agonized awe. “I thought it fired it as a weapon, but—it’s a colonization.”

      “An invasion,” Abrams growled as the Pegasus roared forward.

      
        
        Alert! Warning—incoming objects (unidentified) . . .

      

      

      At once, the Pegasus’ computers blared a warning. Alert vectors flashed, minimizing the magnified screen instantly and zeroing in on another set of moving vectors coming toward them.

      “The virus—from that other rock!” Tucker was saying, astonished to see that a scatter of the same gas of fungal balloons was rising toward them, moving at an alarming rate.

      “I think it fired at us!” Tucker said.

      It did, Carl knew in his bones, in his own mutant blood. It wants us to come home.
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      “Evasive maneuvers!” Tucker was shouting. Abrams and Carl threw themselves at their chairs and buckled themselves in.

      “Get me weapons!” Mendiata was saying as she slammed her X-harness closed and reached up to the overhead controls.

      The Pegasus started to swerve, jostling them all to one side as Tucker threw them into an arching turn.

      “Manual assist weapons active, all crew!” he hissed. The control unit over Carl’s head, as well as Mendiata and Abrams’, punched out and down for them to grasp and pull so that the blocky unit was sitting in front of their heads.

      
        
        Tactical link:

        / (Cpl) SEBASTIAN, C . . .

        / Exalted Hvy Enc = PEGASUS weapons mainframe

      

      

      There was a blip from Carl’s suit as the connection between it and the Pegasus was completed. In his hands was a large, bulky set of two firing handles connected to a gyroscope rotor and wheel. It beamed the external ship’s computer scans directly to the screen on the inside of his suit. The seat that he was sitting on popped up and forward a little, allowing him to swivel left to right, up and down in tandem with the laser guns attached to the outer shell of the fighter craft. It took less than a second, and he had become an extension of the ship.

      His vision was overlaid with a shadowy, hazy layer, the distant vectors of the broken asteroid shapes in the distance.

      “Where is it? Where are they?” Carl was hissing. Tucker’s voice answered, resounding and relayed through his own suit.

      “Sending vectors to all weapons’ stations. Only half of you will be able to fire at any one time. Keep it tight,” he heard the man saying. Mendiata suddenly shouted.

      “I got it! I can see it!” There was a ripple of vibration as she started firing.

      Carl could feel the ship underneath him swerving, his stomach lurching to one side as Mendiata and Abrams on their side of the Pegasus were given the opportunity to fire. He could feel his back teeth aching, and his fingers itched over the triggers.

      Home.

      Out of nowhere, that thought or feeling struck him again. A painful sense of loss and longing, which he couldn’t really find a reason for. It was a feeling that hurt, that made him mad.

      “Hit! I got a hit!” Mendiata was saying, congratulating herself. “Took out the big one—it’s breaking up.”

      Breaking up?! Carl thought. Would that even stop a viral body? Or would it just make it worse, spread it further?

      “There’s still a lot of them coming up,” he heard Abrams growl as he pulled the firing triggers of his own gun controls.

      “They seem to be accelerating! How can they do that?!” Tucker hissed before the Pegasus lurched once more, turning in a tight arc.

      “They’re between us and the asteroids. I’m trying to get past them,” Carl heard Tucker saying. He shot a glance to one side, the shadowed haze before him evaporating as he saw the back of Tucker’s flight chair, the console, the screens, and the cockpit windows beyond even that . . .

      Suddenly eclipsed by a yellow, orange, and laced-green frill. The WarDog’s first thought was that he was looking at some kind of deep-sea anemone, a creature that didn’t belong out here in the depths of space, that was impossible out here. He saw that it had a skin of some kind, or at least a membrane that was orange and yellow, laced through with brilliant, vibrant, green lines.

      And it was rising on a frilled skirt of the same material, gradually becoming more and more translucent. And behind that were long frills and streamers of a gauzy, almost nonexistent material, yet it had pulses of light running along its length.

      Wow, the WarDog was thinking.

      “Argh!” Tucker snarled, wrenching the Pegasus downwards to avoid the alien body, turning them into a roll—

      “We’re not going to . . .” the pilot was hissing. “Brace!”

      The edge of the longest tail of the xenovirus, looking like nothing but an ephemeral piece of rag with a line of flashing lights running its length, twitched as the UTA craft swerved and spun underneath it. The Pegasus would have cleared it entirely if it hadn’t been for the tail.

      
        
        SHIP IMPACT! ALERT!

      

      

      There was an abrupt shudder and a resounding crack across the top hull of the UTA craft, and a shower of sparks exploded over the inside of the room, causing Mendiata to hiss.

      “We’ve been struck! That thing hit us!” Abrams was growling as the Pegasus started to spin.

      Tucker was fighting for control at the helm, and it was all that Carl could do to hang onto the firing pins and his seat. His firing view showed a whirl of asteroids, and then the body of the creature itself, and then the blackness of space once again. It was impossible to take a shot.

      “Specialist!” Abrams said, his voice a call and a cry for control.

      “I got it—I got it!” Tucker was saying, his feet kicking out at the same time as his hands moved on the flight sticks, pulling and grabbing at the controls as the rear right stabilizers fired, then the forward left, rear left—

      And suddenly, they were flying straight, accelerating fast as they pulled out of their spin.

      “Sebastian—you’re up!” Tucker was saying, and Carl shook the dizzy spell from his eyes to see that yes, he was. There was the giant xenovirus spore creature or jellyfish which had struck them, and it was directly in his line of sight.

      His heart slowed.

      His teeth ached—in fact, every bone in his body felt like it was aching.

      He could see the vast size of it, the way that the thing was flowing and floating effortlessly through the night, as if the vacuum was indeed its natural home.

      Home.

      His heart caught in his throat once again at the terrible grandeur of it. The awful beauty. This was a creature that was unutterably alien to everything that was humanity. When it infected people, it created a metallic exoskeleton. It was what had created the Palacian Fomorian Brigade. Yet out here in space, it was gossamer thin, even graceful.

      The perfect predator, a part of him thought. The WarDog part of him.

      “Sebastian! Running out of time!” Abrams shouted once more, and Carl realized that he hadn’t fired. He hadn’t been doing anything, in fact.

      Carl’s hands squeezed the triggers, and the Pegasus’ side guns that he was in control of started to unleash their deadly bolts of plasma.

      His suits HUD (heads-up display) was directly linked to the ship’s sensors, revealing a real time picture overlaid with digital data that showed the plasma bolts striking out, shooting across the gap in moments, then impacting the body of the giant alien jellyfish thing in successive blasts.

      The membrane flesh of the thing reacted with the green fibers flaring up, changing color from green to blue as ripples were sent through the—plant’s? Creature’s?—skin. Bursts of explosive plasma burned across its surface, scattering as the creature convulsed and reacted. Carl saw the lights that ran through its body flash faster as it flailed in slow-motion response—before it flashed rapidly, a detonation occurring in its strange viral heart.

      “Brace!” Tucker was shouting, but it wasn’t from the expanding shockwave of the destroyed creature. It was from the swift turn of the Pegasus as it shot into the asteroid belt that surrounded Vespers, twitching in that direction as Tucker curved them underneath the belly of a green-fringed, viral-laden asteroid and then through the gap between that one and another.

      “More incoming!” Mendiata was calling. Carl saw in his screens the tight squeeze of the asteroids all around them. He saw eddies of movements from the rocks themselves as the xenovirus on their greenish surfaces started to erupt, firing more jellyfish-like objects up toward them.

      “Hang onto your seats,” Tucker was growling. He hit the thrusters of the Pegasus, surging them fast through the gaps to avoid the eruptions of spore.

      Suddenly, the space before them opened out, and Tucker was pulling hard on the flight handles for the UTA fighter to raise its nose, its back end kicking out. Then he was kicking the thrusters for them to scream upwards out of the next available gap in the rocks.

      They turned, the ceiling becoming the floor inside the cabin of the Pegasus for a moment—and then they turned again.

      And then they were righting, with Carl, Abrams, and Mendiata thumping back down into their seats despite the webbing and straps that held them, and ahead of them was space, the distant glow of Vespers’ darkened sun . . . and the planet of Vespers itself.

      For a moment, there was a stunned silence as everyone tried to remember when they had last taken a breath.

      “Holy frack,” Mendiata breathed. “That was too close to call, right?”

      “Pillarmen get the job done.” Abrams thumped his fist against the seat rest. “Any more incoming?”

      They checked, but the scans showed no signs of the alien virus throwing bits of itself at them. Tucker had effectively put a wall of the asteroids between them, and the virus would have to colonize those first before once again firing more.

      But it struck us, didn’t it? Carl thought.

      “The attack. The thing’s tail got us,” he was saying.

      “No major damage. Outer hull is bashed up according to the sensors,” Tucker responded.

      “No,” Carl said urgently. They didn’t understand. “Did it . . .”

      Infect.

      “Oh, frack,” Abrams swore. Tucker put the Pegasus into a slower cruise as he ran scans along the hull.

      “I . . . I’m not reading anything,” he said after a moment. “Maybe that tentacle wasn’t one of the infectious parts, like just a weapon.” He showed some of the scans of the outer hull—where the ship’s sensors could reach it, anyway—and all it displayed were the matte-black outer hull plates with several section scratched and dented. No signs of alien spore or virus clinging to their hull.

      Just in case, Tucker also decided to perform a plasma vent at the same time, with tiny ducts releasing a cloud of super-charged particles from the port. This was designed to cool off the internal reactors but had the added side effect of cleaning the hull of any toxins.

      The Pegasus was engulfed in a purple haze of super-heated plasma flaring along its length and turning it into the blaze of a small comet before spending itself and evaporating in the cold vacuum of space.

      “You think that’s going to be enough?” Mendiata said suspiciously.

      “I’ll go over the damn thing with bleach and a scrubbing brush if I have to,” Abrams murmured, but their scans still returned negative. It appeared they had been lucky this time, at least.

      “Well. That’s it. We’ve done that part, at least,” Abrams sighed. “Vespers ahead. Locate the UTA citizens and find us the closest landing. I don’t want to be hanging around.”

      One by one, the three Pillarmen in the main cabin returned their firing guns to the ceiling where automated levers swung them upwards and away, leaving the crew with nothing to look at but the world of Vespers itself.

      It was a vaguely Earth-like world, if a lot smaller. That meant that it had an atmosphere, but currently, all that Carl and the others could see was the darkness of the planet’s night.

      Not just its night, Carl realized. The asteroid belt that they had passed through entirely circled the planet of Vespers. It left larger gaps in some places, but right now, the belt was between the planet and the sun.

      “No wonder they call it Vespers,” Abrams grumbled. “The planet must be partially darkened for most of the day.”

      “Who would ever want to make this place their home?” Mendiata breathed. “Perpetual twilight and you need a breathing apparatus to be outside?”

      “Religious nuts,” Abrams answered. “That was what the database said.”

      Carl, for his part, remained seated in his chair and listened to the chatter of his fellow crew. He could feel a buzzing in the back of his head and an unsettled, uncomfortable feeling in his belly. His thoughts kept on going back to the sight of that creature floating through space.

      “I’ve got them. Or at least, I’ve got the registration for their community buildings. Northeastern hemisphere, seems to be one central complex in a region of forested plateaus,” Tucker announced. “And, mercy be, it has a landing pad, but . . .” the technical specialist paused in confusion.

      “What is it now?” Abrams said.

      “The planet is reading heavy signs of xenovirus. Lots of it,” Tucker said.

      “It hasn’t turned the sky green yet,” Abrams said.

      “It’s nighttime, sir,” Mendiata pointed out. “The sky’s usually dark at night.”

      “Ha.” Abrams made a face inside his suit.

      “It’s not just that. I’m not reading any telemetry signals from the planet. If there is some major UTA receiver down there, it’s not active. And there’s no chatter on any UTA channels either.” The specialist looked across at them, his eyes dark inside the visor of his suit.

      No one said anything as all eyes went to Abrams. He was the superior officer, after all.

      “Doesn’t change anything,” Abrams announced. “We’ve got our mission, people. And if we get down there and find them all dead already, then we can get out of here even quicker, right?”

      One by one, everyone nodded.

      “Take us down,” he ordered Tucker, turning back into the hold of the Pegasus. Specialist Mendiata continued to mutter something about the type and quality of the jobs that they were being given these days.

      Mendiata was busy snapping with Tucker at the front, and Abrams suddenly loomed over Carl.

      “Sebastian,” he said. The WarDog shook his head and looked up, abruptly focused on the lieutenant. Carl felt like he was looking at the man through a veil of mist.

      “What the frack was that back there?” Abrams muttered, keeping his voice low and underneath the chatter of the voices of other two up front.

      “What was what, sir?” Carl asked.

      “You froze,” Abrams was saying. Although his demeanor was large, his tone wasn’t entirely unkind. “When we were shooting at the xenovirus. You froze. I saw it.”

      Oh, frack, Carl thought. Just what am I supposed to say to that?

      In truth, Carl didn’t know why he had frozen. He couldn’t explain it to himself at all.

      “I, I . . .” he opened and closed his mouth, trying to stutter an explanation.

      “Stars, Corporal,” Abrams hissed. “Get yourself together. I know that you went through something back on Gorst, and you got whatever going on with you being all . . .” Carl saw the lieutenant’s look appraise him, which said everything that it needed to say.

      Anger leaped up in Carl’s chest, almost reaching to his throat, to his teeth. Me being all what, Lieutenant? he wanted to demand. Me being all WarDog?

      But Carl didn’t say it. He clutched onto the seat straps instead.

      “But you got to get your head in the game, son,” Abrams concluded, holding Carl’s gaze for a moment.

      “Sir, yes, sir.” Carl nodded once. For a time back there in their long mission through the frontier, he had almost forgotten that Abrams was his direct superior. And that he was supposed to be a Pillarman Marine and an Exalted WarDog. All of which meant that he was a serviceman. A part of a greater machine, which had the right to squash him whenever it felt like it.

      No wonder I got out when I did, Carl thought, his senses dull and angry. Abrams relaxed, settling back into his seat and strapping in as Tucker brought them in for a landing.

      “Touchdown in ten minutes.”
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      “Suits ready?” Abrams was saying from the front of the narrow line in the hold of the Pegasus. Behind him was Mendiata, then Carl, then Tucker. All of them went through their expected “sir, yes-sir,” as they awaited the order to move out.

      The descent to Vespers was uneventful—in as much as any descent to a planetary surface was uneventful. But they hadn’t been fired upon by giant jellyfish creatures, which all of them could at least agree was something. Instead, they had shook and shivered their way through the atmosphere as any ship would, but to Carl, the entire experience had taken on an air of foreboding.

      They had descending at night, so the landscape below had been almost pitch, with the vaguely, ghostly shapes of gigantic, rocky plateaus and gorges, everything covered in deep vegetation. It had felt to Carl as if they were descending into more than night. Into darkness itself.

      “She’s oxygen low, so make sure your breathing filters are working,” Abrams said, and the usual refrain of “sir, yes-sir” followed.

      “I don’t get it,” Mendiata said. “I thought plants like, produce oxygen or something. They breathe out what we breathe in.”

      “And vice versa,” Tucker agreed.

      “So . . .” the specialist continued, “how is this place oxygen low?”

      “It is,” Tucker said, as they each ran through the diagnostics checks to make sure that their suit filters were indeed working. “But the sunlight levels are so low on Vespers, thanks to her asteroid belt, that the plants are slow growing. It has a higher mix of vegetation that excrete carbon dioxide than it does those that excrete oxygen. You could technically breathe normally out there, but you’d end up choking after about an hour.”

      “You’re not filling me with joy and sunbeams, techie,” Mendiata grumbled.

      “Weapons ready! Standard point formation on me!” Abrams snapped, bringing them all to abrupt attention as he grabbed the release handle for the door.

      “Remember, folks, we’re currently engaged in a war against at least two forces: the Palacians and the xenovirus. If you see the enemy, then engage.”

      “Shoot first and with extreme prejudice,” Mendiata whispered, just as Abrams yelled.

      “Pillarmen, advance!” He pulled the door lever, and there was a blast of pressurized gasses as the door petaled open, and they were springing out into the alien, hostile world.
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        * * *

      

      It’s everywhere. Carl reeled just a few steps out of the Pegasus and onto the bare patch of flattened earth.

      They had landed on what Tucker had assured them was the landing field, but to his eyes, it looked more like a large scrub of leveled dirt, hedged by giant, spiky-looking trees. Everything was a dim blue and black since the sun was still distant on the other side of the planet. Even the skies appeared dark with the asteroid belt cutting off most of any available starlight, and with no moon save the belt itself, the nights were almost pitch.

      “Switch to night vision,” Abrams muttered, not noticing how Carl staggered. Abrams strode forward several feet and knelt into a crouch, his rifle up and at the ready.

      “Carl, Carl,” Tucker, who had been behind him, was at Carl’s side, one hand clasping his shoulder. “What is it—you got your breathing filters working?”

      It’s everywhere. The thought reverberated through Carl’s mind once again. He felt the bones in his head and his jaw ache once more, and a tremor of—something—run through his marrow. Excitement? Fear? It was like he was coming up on the auto-release of WarDog chemicals, the ones that his own body produced.

      Only there had been no external stimulus, had there? No danger?

      It was the xenovirus, he knew. He could feel it in his bones. He knew that it was here—only he couldn’t see it.

      “Yeah, yeah, just the filters. I’ll adjust them now,” Carl mumbled, making a show of hunkering into a crouch and drawing vague gestures in the air, which would normally activate the holocontrols on his HUD.

      “One hour, remember. That’s all you get,” Tucker said as he slid to his place a few feet away, rifle up and ready. The Pegasus closed its doors behind them all with a smooth clunk.

      “No readings,” Abrams murmured, and the others echoed the same. There wasn’t any sign of life out here at all.

      Well, that isn’t entirely true, Carl thought. There were plenty of signs of life, as in the trees, but nothing that registered as human or as xenovirus.

      How can I feel it around me everywhere, then? he asked himself, still to no avail.

      “Well, you can tell this place isn’t UTA regulations.” Mendiata was the first to rise from her firing position, gesturing to the thick, dark forest all around the landing site. There was no clear line of view and no obvious comms or positioning tower. It was as if the forest had crept as close to the landing field as it could and eradicated any normal signs of life around it.

      “I think I see something, a gap through those trees out there,” Abrams murmured, pointing to the right and starting forward. His suit was mostly dark since matte black was the Pillarmen unit color, but there was some subtle, ruddy under-lighting at his shoulders. Each of these suits also had much stronger style lights that could flood the path ahead of them, but Carl noticed that Abrams was keeping his down, as stealthy as possible.

      Just in case, Carl was thinking. But in case of what?

      “On me,” Abrams whispered, and the team fell in behind him. Their steps took them into the gap between the trees, revealing what was indeed a snaking path, barely big enough for two people to walk side by side.

      “No vehicles, then,” Carl heard Mendiata murmur as they trod carefully down the bending dirt path.

      The vegetation—trees, Carl supposed he had to call them—looked surprisingly vigorous even though they had little sun. They had thick, woody stems with oval spikes for leaves, and everything looked humid and moist around them. These larger trees were interwoven with vines and creepers and some straggly version of the same plant, making everything appear like a jungle, or what Carl’s imagination thought a jungle would be.

      
        
        Alert!

      

      

      There was a sudden crash through the undergrowth ahead of Lieutenant Abrams, the sound moving rapidly deeper into the forest.

      “What was that?!”

      Everyone twitched into firing positions, tracking the movement as best they could—until Abrams was the first to call it.

      “I got it on infrared. Some kind of monkey-bird type thing,” he groaned, relaxing and stepping back.

      “Sir?” It was Mendiata, pointing ahead of them where the path bent. “Are you reading this, sir?”

      “Reading what, Specialist?” Abrams said, for Mendiata to cup her hand over her ear, or where her ear would be inside her suit. Without a suit, it would indicate to listen up, but inside one—Carl knew—it meant that they should adjust their sound sensitivities.

      Carl followed the others and did so. He heard the sounds of the jungle around them suddenly jump in intensity. He was surrounded by croaks and caws, scratches and breaks. A thousand rustling noises as leaves or parts of trees moved against each other, then a singular, sonorous sound.

      Huh?

      And again. It sounded again. A deep, metallic note.

      “Is that . . . a bell?” Abrams asked.

      “More of a gong, I would say, sir,” Tucker helpfully supplied, earning a dark look from Abrams in response.

      “Whatever it is, if it’s ringing, then I reckon there must be someone to ring it, right?” the lieutenant deduced and nodded forward along the path. The noise, although distant, was coming from that direction. The small squad padded forwards with Abrams in front, then Mendiata, Carl, and Tucker pulling up the rear as they rounded the forested bend.

      “Oh.” Mendiata sighed at the sight.

      The unit had stopped where the path widened out to reveal their destination.

      A stone temple stood there, built into the cliffs and walls of the plateau, with a tower rising almost as high as the plateau itself.

      And it was from this tower that the sound was ringing.
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      “It looks dead,” the short, dark-haired Specialist Mendiata breathed as they walked toward the temple of Vespers.

      She was right, Carl was thinking. It did. But even the evidence of his eyes couldn’t convince him. Then why are all my senses ringing?

      The WarDog’s body felt raw and alive, enervated with that electric energy that was painful if he dwelled too long on it. Like growing pains in his muscles, cramps, or a tensed wolf, quivering to pounce. It was only like this when his mutant instincts had been activated by threat, the cascade of war, or the approach to an enemy position.

      Or whenever he was nearing the xenovirus.

      The only problem was, where was it? It was supposed to have affected this planet, triggering the immediate alert to save the UTA-aligned treaty world of religious vagabonds.

      But Carl couldn’t see any sign of it at all.

      Their path away from the landing field had taken them to the edge of a deeply forested, rocky gorge that looked out over a river valley and the rise of the next plateau opposite them. It was against the jungle cliffs of this next-door plateau where the temple had been built in terraced layers between the rocks. Small, paved paths and steps snaked up and down between them, connecting stone round-topped buildings to larger halls where the space allowed.

      Currently, the UTA Pillarmen squad was following the zigzagging path back and forth down the gorge toward where they could see a large, stone bridge crossing the river below, where the first precincts of the temple buildings started.

      “Don’t they believe in auto-engineering down here?” Mendiata grumbled, gesturing to the rough-hewn blocks that occasionally lined their path. She referred to the fact that they hadn’t been laser cut. Neither did the inhabitants here appear to use any of the modern materials common throughout the UTA: graphene or composite super materials, tensile structures, geodesic domes.

      Just old stone, Carl thought. The effort it required to make all of this would have been immense. Years, if not decades, of dedicated, backbreaking labor on the part of the colonists.

      “They must really love suffering,” Carl added, earning a scornful chortle from Mendiata in response.

      The bell still tolled from the top tower of the strange temple, although its frequency was erratic, and it pealed only every now and again: a deep, sonorous note that did not sound like alarm, but rather one of warning.

      “Wind?” Tucker suggested as they looked across at the complex, seeing halls and buildings with blacked-out windows or shutters. No lights on and still no flickers of activity on their comms or sensors.

      “Hmm. Could be,” Abrams growled, his tone brooding. Carl and everyone else there knew that the lieutenant of the Special Ops crew was not the type to ever question orders. He was old school like that. But even his monosyllabic grunts suggested that this was a glorified goose chase, turkey shoot, or any other term for a waste of time.

      They were all wondering if they were going to find anyone here at all. Anyone alive, at least.

      “Hroooo!”

      A sudden wailing sound called through the jungle behind them, making them all jump. Carl heard an almost growl seep out of his throat as he turned faster than all the others, his rifle up and searching.

      The howl faded, followed by another crashing sound through the jungle moving off to their left, ahead of them.

      “It’s just one of those dumb monkey-bird things,” Mendiata groaned, already turning back in disgust—as another unearthly wail went off a little closer behind them.

      “Hrooo!”

      Within a few minutes, there was another call and then yet another.

      “Hroo!”

      “Hroooo!”

      They were coming from behind them on the path and in the jungle that fell and crept its way down the sloping gorge walls.

      “Funny how the bell didn’t set them off,” Tucker grunted, keeping his rifle up and at the ready. Mendiata seemed unimpressed with the local wildlife, but Carl still felt wary and tense. Is this a threat? Or am I just overly sensitive?

      “Come on,” Abrams grunted. “I don’t think we’re getting a warm reception here,” he muttered, turning back to the path to continue his heavy tread—just as there was a ping on all their suits.

      
        
        Alert!

        Alert—Alert—Alert!

      

      

      “Oh no,” Carl heard Specialist Mendiata hiss as the words scrolled across their screens and the jungle continued to wail and shake.

      
        
        Tactical Encounter Suit / Sensors: Xenovirus detected . . .

      

      

      “Command: calibrate sensors! Target alien life!” Abrams barked in the next instant, using his command-level authorization to order all the suits in his squad to target the monkey-bird things. In the next second, the jungle itself exploded with noise and chaos.

      There were creatures coming toward them. The indicators popped up one after another, the same that had appeared on their sensors before, only now they were tearing through the jungle at breakneck speed, on a heading straight toward them.

      Each of the shapes pinged the Pillarmen alarms as having signs of the xenovirus, and each of them appeared to be able to move through the canopy and the ground, surging, leaping, scrabbling, and running in equal measure.

      “How many?! Perimeter!” Abrams was shouting.

      “Five, no, six—seven,” Tucker announced, but the idea of forming a perimeter with just four of them, with a sloping drop to their left and a rising gorge to their right, was impossible.

      The shapes had already closed half the distance to their position. Closer still in a heartbeat. Each one looked smaller than a man, maybe a half to two thirds the size.

      Would they die easy?

      Xenos never die easy, Carl thought.

      “Make for the bridge!” Abrams announced, urging Mendiata to break into a run ahead of him as he stepped out of her way, sighted in the jungle, and fired a tight burst shot.

      The part of Carl that was still sane, that was still a human soldier, could see just what the lieutenant was doing. It was a good idea, after all. Make for the natural choke point of the bridge. If their squad could even get halfway across it in time, then the enemy would have to bunch up to attack them. Easy shots.

      But, yet again, killing the xenos was never easy, was it?

      “Corporal! I said fall back!” Abrams shouted, and Carl realized that the others had broken into a run behind him down the zigzagging path. In fact, he had taken a few loping steps forwards, toward the enemy, his lips pulled back in a feral snarl.

      What am I doing?! Carl chided himself. Of course, it was the chemicals rising through his body. They demanded an answer to the question: what can I kill?

      “Sir, yes, sir!” Carl said, breaking the terrible enchantment of his mutant body and racing past Abrams in a second. The sounds of their chasers grew louder—and closer.

      “Hrooo!”

      “Hroo!”

      In the blink of an eye, Carl had almost caught up to where Tucker was running ahead, two bends further down the path. Mendiata had already made it to the bottom of the gorge and was about to cross from the overgrowing vegetation and go out onto the bridge itself.

      “I got line of sight!” Carl saw her skid around on the first stone steps of the bridge, raising her heavy assault rifle and directing it, a little disconcertingly, back toward them. Her rifle started to crackle with fire as she shot over their heads at the shapes that she could see bursting out of the trees toward them that they had not yet seen.

      “More on the scans!” Tucker was panting just a little way ahead as he skidded on the bend of leaf litter and rock. “Nine or ten!”

      “Dammit!” They all heard the lieutenant’s hiss over the suit-to-suit comms and the crackle of fire. Carl shot out a hand, grabbed the nearest trunk of a tree, and used the momentum of his flight to swing himself around, leaping back up the path.

      To see the lieutenant still behind them, shooting into the undergrowth on his left and then turning to his right.

      Just as a silvered shape jumped from the branches above and wrapped itself around Abrams’ upper body,

      The creature might have once been furred or feathered. But now, most of its body was taken over by the creep of the silvery scale of xenovirus. It was vaguely ape-like, in that it had two legs, a torso, and an elongated head, but its arms were long, prehensile wings. All of it was covered with the same silver, gray, and mottled metallic scales that the xenovirus produced whenever it infected a person. Where there once had been feathers, there were now leaf-like darts of metal. Its face that might have once held a beak now held a cruel spike of metal.

      Abrams managed to get a barrage of shots off at it as he turned to face it. But Carl saw them ricochet as the bullets clattered against the metal of its outstretched wings—tearing through some of them but not appearing to cause any mortal damage.

      “Gah!” and then it was upon him, wrapping its legs around his upper body like a wrestler as it brought its metal wings—and clawed hands—down against the lieutenant’s visor.

      There was a spark and a squeal of scratching metal.

      “Lieutenant!” Carl roared, already racing up as he saw more of the shapes emerging from the forest path. One of the mutant monkey birds hopped onto the path nearest to Abrams, crouching and letting out that strangulated, hooting cry—

      “Not today,” the WarDog hissed, pulling the trigger of his rifle in a snapshot fire, one that erupted into sparks when it hit the advancing mutant’s metal scale and sent it flinging back. Carl didn’t reckon that it was dead or that he had injured it seriously at all, but the strike would push it back and give them some time.

      While he dealt with the one attached to Abrams’ face.

      The creature had already brought its claws down once again onto Abrams’ visor with another resounding crack.

      Has it broken the seal? Is Abrams injured? Is he infected?

      Carl reversed the grip on his rifle and used it like a spear, driving the butt of it into the back of the mutant wrapped around the lieutenant’s body. There was an alien shriek and a muffled howl of pain, but the creature halted its attacks, turning to snarl down at Carl.

      “Ragh!” Carl roared back, sweeping his rifle like a baseball bat this time and striking the creature against its metal spike for a beak. He heard a terrible snap through his suit’s sensors. The creature was flung backwards, releasing its grip on Abrams to crumple to the ground.

      The WarDog spared a look at the lieutenant. He saw Abrams staggering, his visor cracked but no sign of blood. Carl reached for his rifle.

      “Hrooo!”

      But there was no time. The creatures were bursting out of the undergrowth all around them, and it was all that Carl and Abrams could do to lay a suppressing fire on all sides.

      “Position broken!” he heard Abrams roar. He shot a strafing fire across the path, tumbling one of the mutant creatures off its feet and sending another staggering to its side.

      But the third just kept on coming. It leapt through the hail of bullets as if they were nothing more than a light rain, snarling as it flared its wings and kicked out with its metal-clawed feet, striking at Carl’s chest and driving him backwards.

      “Ugh!”

      
        
        Suit impact! Outer plate compromised . . .

      

      

      His suit flashed an alarm, but Carl wasn’t paying attention as he skidded his back foot out behind him, lunging forward with his rifle.

      But the xenovirus made the creatures fast. Faster even than the super-soldier Exalted WarDog, Carl Sebastian. It had already crashed one arm wing down, pushing his rifle away as it fired across the creature’s shoulder.

      “Rakh!” Anger and frustration rolled through the WarDog as he snarled, spinning on his heel to turn quickly, adding momentum to his raised heavy metal boot. He stamped out, kicking the creature to the ground and then firing at it almost point-blank with his rifle. Metal outer scale or no, it was enough to finish the fight.

      “Hroo!”

      “Hrooo!”

      
        
        Alert!

      

      

      And then, as soon as he had finished with one, Carl was engaged with the others around him. He felt the uncomfortable surge of the designer chemicals flood through his system as he turned and leaped, giving himself over to the mutant drugs that made him faster, sharper, tougher, and almost impervious to pain.

      A creature leaping to his right, and he was turning to fire at it. He spun once more, grabbing another with an outstretched arm and flinging it to knock against a third creature, before firing again and again in alternating bursts of fire with blows as he kicked out or used his rifle like a club.

      This was what the chemicals in his blood demanded. This was what they had turned Carl Sebastian into. It was a feeling that was beyond joy or elation—just instinct, just moving in time with the flow.

      Until, abruptly, he was landing on his feet to snarl at the person before him.

      “Carl?”

      It was Lieutenant Abrams, and Carl was hunched over, snarling up at him, his rifle abandoned somewhere behind in the melee.

      “It’s over, Corporal. It’s over. They’re all dead,” Abrams was saying, his eyes dark—and just a little wary as they regarded his own serviceman.

      “They . . . are?” Carl muttered, blinking as he straightened up, feeling his limbs suddenly stiff with lactic acid, trembling with adrenaline.

      “They’re all defeated?” he murmured, blinking. Now he could see the chaos and defeat all around him. They stood on the bend of the path with the forms of the xenovirus creatures littered before and around them. Even the trees nearby were downed and apparently burst open. Smoke rose from blackened patches in the undergrowth.

      “Uh, that was me,” Mendiata said. Carl turned to realize that he and Abrams were not actually alone but had been joined by Tucker and Mendiata—the latter patting the barrel of her explosive shell add-on proudly.

      “It was pretty hard not to hit you, too, the way you were whirling, but . . .” he heard Mendiata add a little warily.

      “Hmm, thanks.” Carl nodded, suddenly exhausted as the chemicals in his system all drained, seemingly in moments. It was already dark here on Vespers, but now, it seemed that any remaining color had drained from his world and was replaced with a terrible tiredness.

      “Whoa, you good, WarDog?” Abrams was saying, moving forward to steady the wavering Carl. Before the lieutenant’s gauntlet could even touch his shoulder, the corporal’s own had snatched up to grab his wrist, lightning fast.

      “Yeah, you’re good,” the lieutenant nodded. Carl apologized and let go of the man’s wrist. Abrams looked down at the surrounding destruction briefly, his brows behind his visor heavily beetled as he considered something. He nodded once to himself and turned back.

      “Squad, move out. If anyone doesn’t know we’re here yet, then it’d be a miracle.” The lieutenant broke into a slow jog down the final bend in the path and onto the bridge, and Mendiata, Tucker, and the WarDog loped after him.
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      The bridge ahead was a vague, graying shape that arched over the wide jungle waters, with the river making small whispers and lapping noises below. The jungle behind them had resumed its normal chatter, but there were no more shocking cries or alarm calls chasing them as the four-person squad advanced over the stones.

      “Where’s the life?” Carl heard Tucker say as they reached the midway point. The WarDog was sure that he wasn’t just referring to the colonists of Vespers ahead but also to the jungle and the river below.

      Jungles are usually teeming with life, aren’t they? Or so Carl had believed. Maybe Vespers, given its perpetual twilight, had a smaller amount of available life. Maybe nothing much had evolved here.

      As if to answer his unspoken suggestion, Tucker already had a thought.

      “If those monkey-bird things are here, then it stands to reason there should be a whole lot else,” the technical specialist, and usually the most reserved of the team, opined.

      “Oh yeah? You an astrobiologist now, Tuck?” Mendiata said somewhat scathingly.

      “No. But I know enough.” The technical specialist took his friend’s skepticism in stride. “It’s a basic law of astro-evolution. If you’d read your primer, you’d know.” He dared a quick grin.

      “If a planet has higher or complex forms of life: large mammals, large reptiles, birds, and what have you . . . then there have to be hundreds of thousands of evolutionary spurs and different directions that life took before them, a number of which will be coexisting.”

      “Like, Earth had primates and humans at the same time?” Carl heard himself say. Honestly, he was glad to be thinking of anything other than how exhausted his body was right now.

      “You got it. And dolphins, seals, all the stuff that evolved to prey on the apes like wolves, big cats, then their smaller domestic varieties, and . . .”

      “Okay, we get it, genius,” Mendiata said, coming to a halt beside where Abrams stood at the end of the bridge and before the entrance to the temple complex itself. “There should be a lot more. I’m figuring that the mutant bird things ate it all.”

      Probably right, Carl had to agree. Even though Mendiata’s tone was crude, it was the conclusion that he had arrived at, as well. That when the xenovirus arrives, it takes over everything—animals, plants, rocks, everything. As soon as it took over the mutant bird things, then every other form of life probably fled as far as their claws, feet, or wings could take them.

      Wait, Carl was thinking. Why didn’t we see the virus on the plants and trees here too?

      “Two by two.” Abrams broke their concentration, stepping forward with Mendiata at his side and with Carl and Tucker in another two-formation behind.

      Ahead of them was what appeared to be the front hall, entrance, or gatehouse of the Vespers temple itself. There was a tall and wide, arched opening in a squarish stone building and more dark shadows for windows higher up. It looked dark inside, with no sign of light.

      “No windows,” Carl murmured as Abrams and Mendiata were about to step inside.

      “What, Corporal?” Abrams snapped, looking behind them.

      “No windows,” he said, nodding to the door and up ahead. “One hour and you’re done in this atmosphere, right?” He remembered what Tucker had told him.

      “Uh,” Abrams grunted. It was obvious now that Carl had pointed it out. There were no air locks to this place—and the other buildings further back and higher were the same. The ones that did still have shutters only seemed to be made of wood panels and boards. Nothing that would stop the creep of choking CO2.

      “There you go, mystery solved. We can go home!” Mendiata announced on the threshold. “These idiots forgot to add an air lock system when they built their house. They all died. End of story, let’s go.”

      It was a cruel joke, and it was also obvious that no one here believed that as an explanation. The temple must have taken years to build. How could they have done it without a secure air supply?

      “Unless they had personal air purifiers on the whole time, even while sleeping,” Tucker inferred.

      “Enough!” Abrams barked at them all, turning to set his shoulders and raise his rifle. “Enough of this spooky talk. We’ve got the mission,” he announced, as if their orders somehow conferred a holy certainty. “Anyway,” he added in a low mutter, “I bet we find an internal air lock system inside. This is all for show.”

      Carl wondered if he could hear a slight note of worry from behind the lieutenant’s cracked visor. They all stepped forwards into the dark.

      To find themselves in a bare, austere hall at least three stories high. It was square and functional with supporting beams made of entire trees up there, dark and black. The gray light from outside filtered in to show a paved space with a dais or pedestal in the middle. At the far end, an archway led to a set of stairs.

      Before they could completely take it all in, there was another distant toll of the bell from higher up—and Carl got the improbable sense that it was somehow calling them.

      “Lights on,” Abrams called, for each of them to flood the place with light from their brighter suit LEDS.

      This revealed that what they had previously thought of as a pattern on the tiled floor was actually a fine overlay of silver scale.

      
        
        Warning! Xenovirus detected . . .

      

      

      “Holy frack!” Mendiata swore, jumping to the right where the paving rocks below were still ochre and gray, not covered in the blotches of metal scale. “It’s fracking everywhere!”

      I knew it, Carl was thinking. Just as his senses had ascertained. The xenovirus was here. It was all around them on this planet.

      “Am I going to get infected now?! Stars!” Mendiata was snarling, picking up her feet to examine them.

      “Specialist!” Abrams snap brought her back to herself. “Steady yourself. We’ll deal with that when we come to it. We know that we can decontaminate any material if we have to. You only have to worry if it touches your skin. Now, eyes ahead!”

      Carl had to wonder about the lieutenant’s cracked face plate. Wasn’t he even just the least bit worried?

      The scale at their feet hadn’t covered the entirety of the floor or the walls either. Instead, it moved in patches and blotches like a lichen. It was strongest near the edges, and Carl was sure that he saw the glitter of the tiny, black tendrils that represented its next stage of development.

      “Either it has only recently infected this place, or something is impeding its spread,” Carl murmured. Tucker joined him in a crouch to examine the scale on the floor. It looked like something that belonged under the ocean, tiny, interlocking flakes of mottled metal, mostly silvered or gray.

      “Or a slower variant?” Tucker murmured, raising his eyebrows. Both men knew that that would be of interest to the UTA.

      “Maybe that is why this world is treaty aligned after all,” the technical specialist continued, removing a small module from his belt and opening it to reveal a tiny vacuum tube and a set of ultrafine tools. He took a scraping of the scale, managing to prize a bit off and drop it into the tiny specimen tube before sealing it with a hiss and a whizz. Then he dropped the tool on the ground as infected.

      “Okay, people, I get that it’s interesting, but . . .” Abrams growled, ordering them forward. The mission, he didn’t have to reaffirm. Always the mission.

      They trod forwards gingerly and carefully, trying to avoid as much of the scale as they could, but inevitably, they had to crunch and step on it as they neared the dais.

      “Bingo.” Abrams smiled, seeing that the triple round-stone dais on the floor ended in a column. On top of that was a metal control board.

      “Even out here, I knew they couldn’t be completely anti-tech. Tucker? See if you can stop poking things and get it to work. Mendiata, with me on the stairs.” Abrams said. He nodded at Carl.

      “The entry door. Make sure those things aren’t following us,” he said. Everyone broke away to their work. Mendiata sneered as she tried to hopscotch toward the stairs with Abrams, and Tucker busily examined the metal control boards, pulling connector wires from his own suit.

      Carl wondered vaguely if he was being reprimanded somehow, given the most basic watch duty when he was likely the most experienced shock trooper here.

      Never mind, he sighed. If it gave him a moment to breathe and to gather his strength, then it was fine by him. He turned back to the open door, readying his rifle to look over the stone bridge ahead, the gray waters, and the jungle gorge side opposite.

      “She’s not encrypted, but she’s firewalled closed,” he heard Tucker announcing behind him. “Must be a command terminal, I guess. Pretty simple password feature.”

      “Can you crack it?” Abrams paused at the stairs.

      “Can I beat everyone here at poker?” Tucker said back easily, not taking his eyes off the console as he calmly announced his superiority. Not for the first time, Carl was wondering if their technical specialist was some kind of genius.

      “Hmm. Do what you can. Find out where these damn colonists are,” Abrams said balefully. He led Mendiata under the arch and up the stairs and disappeared from view.

      Which left Carl staring into the dark, his scans quiet, and his eyes not finding anything other than more jungle.

      Home.

      Out of nowhere, the thought struck him again. No, not the thought—the longing, deep in his heart. He was suddenly reminded how very far away he was from anywhere that he could once call home. And just how extremely tired he was.

      But where is home, really? Carl reminded himself, straightening a little in his stance and trying to shake it off. It was probably the aftereffects of the withdrawal, wasn’t it? He always felt shaky after his mutant chemicals had been released.

      Home. But there was no denying that he was tired indeed. When was the last time that he had a decent night’s sleep? He didn’t think that being in that cramped multi-berth cot in the Pegasus counted.

      Home. And where was home for him, really? He had been a bona fide, official Terran once. Born somewhere rural and mostly poor in the northern hemisphere—but he’d left Earth so long ago to conscript in the first Palacian-Terran war that any memories of that home were vague and insubstantial.

      I joined green, Carl thought a little ruefully. After the war, when the WarDogs had been disbanded and criminalized, he had spent the next nine years floating, fleeing, or hiding in this habitat or that station, this satellite to that world, always taking on the sorts of jobs that only someone with an altered biology and training like his could provide.

      And what sort of home had that been, really? he asked himself. He had been addicted to the drugs that suppressed his mutant biology. Until the Pillarmen had found him, captured him, “disappeared” him back into service, and he had gone through the Exalted upgrade. Only then had he stopped needing the cocktail of synth drugs.

      If anything, my home was . . . Carl thought, for a second remembering his first unit, the Alpha Fireteam, 6th Battalion Infantry.

      Fodova, Jadakar, he thought. His old unit mates who had also become WarDogs. Where were they now? Had they survived the bad years?

      Home. Unbidden to his mind, Carl saw the mental image of that giant, strange, ethereal space jellyfish once again. Its light yellow colors shot through with green, undulating through the dark on the whips of its hundreds-of-yards-long tail flashing with lights like beacons.

      “Do they have homes?” Carl wondered. What would it be like, to be adrift and floating on the cosmic winds, forever moving from planet to planet, never ceasing, only pausing to create another body, and ready for the flight?

      A bit like the way he traded one suit body for another or one station or war zone for another. Shedding his earlier skin for an Exalted suit and striking out once again.

      “What did you say, Carl?” Tucker’s sudden voice cut through Carl’s daydream.

      Do they have homes? Carl thought, shaking his head at his own nonsense. “Nothing. Just talking to myself. First sign of craziness, right?” he joked, turning back around to see the technical specialist standing up, and the control board was lighting up with blue control forms.

      “Got it!” Tucker grinned before adding. “Only crazy if they start talking back to you,” he said, then leaned forward to twitch a finger through a holo command.

      Above the pedestal, a blue light flickered, resolving itself into the image of a person wearing white robes, bald: a monk.

      “To whomever is receiving this message,” the monk stated, their face screwed up with worry.

      “You need to leave this place and this planet of Vespers. Now.”
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      “On your right,” Abrams whispered as he and Mendiata neared the top of the wide set of stairs. They could see that it ended in another stone archway, apparently leading into a long hall.

      “Sir,” Mendiata murmured. All trace of earlier sarcasm gone, she settled into a tight, one-pointed focus. Abrams approved. The big man liked it when his unit was like this, dedicated and committed, almost silent, as each member of his squad acted like they were a part of one organism.

      The lieutenant also liked the lighter times as well, of course. He appreciated the meals shared and laughs to be had with a tight-knit group—but if there was any experience that he could name that would sum up everything that he hoped for in the Pillarmen, it would be this.

      He stepped forward to the archway, seeing a long hall ahead of him with humped shapes on both the right and left, looking like cubicles or small domes. No signs of movement. Still, the lieutenant covered the area as Mendiata slipped around the corner of the arch to the right, quickly moving into the room and crouching, her rifle scanning the space as Abrams himself stepped forward.

      “There, as I thought.” Abrams’ suit lights picked through the room, illuminating the back where the stone ended in a metal bulkhead door.

      “I knew that they would have an air lock system here some place. I’m guessing the survivors are beyond that.”

      “Uh, Lieutenant?” Mendiata said in a tight note of concern. Since her superior officer had moved, so had she, stepping forwards with long, slow strides in a half crouch, sweeping back and forth with her rifle as she and it moved in unison.

      Abrams saw that she had reached the first of the strange, humped shapes that formed lines on the right and the left and was looking in. Even from where he stood, he could see the aghast look of horror on her face through her visor, under-lit by the ruddy glow of LEDs from her suit.

      “Specialist,” Abrams murmured, calling her to step back and take guard once again as he peered closer at what was so upsetting to her.

      Each of the shapes here was vaguely tear-drop shaped, almost as tall as he was, yet wider, and made of composite metals and hardened synth materials. Each one appeared to be a pod of some kind with a hardened plastic, translucent cover, displaying a figure seated inside in a cross-legged position.

      “What the . . . ?” Abrams was murmuring, seeing that each of these pods contained a cross-legged figure, each apparently asleep, with their hands held lightly in their laps.

      And each one of them appeared to be consumed by xenovirus.
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        * * *

      

      “Dear stars!” Abrams breathed, stepping back involuntarily. He saw faces half covered with the gray and steely, mottled scale. On several of them, the scale had already progressed to cover what was visible of their bodies. On the mutant monk that he was directly looking at, Abrams saw that half of the face was encased in the scale, completely obscuring one eye. Somewhat disgustingly, there was a frill of tiny black tendrils rising from where the edge of the scale met the young man’s scalp.

      “Mutants,” Abrams snarled, having seen this before in other people infected by the xenovirus. The pods appeared to put them into a coma or suspended animation, but he knew that if they were awake and loose, then all that they would be thinking about was how to kill the nearest living beings. He and Mendiata.

      “We can take them out now, just in case,” Mendiata was saying, already loading her explosive shot.

      “Negatory, Specialist,” Abrams said. “There has got to be seven per side here, and we don’t know what the consequences will be as soon as we attack one. Maybe all fourteen will jump out and go for us.” Abrams cast another warning look at the entrapped mutants before him. “I say, if they’re happy doing nothing, then I’m happy to leave them.”

      “Sir—these could be the UTA civilians they wanted us to save. Or what is left of them, anyway,” Mendiata said.

      “Aye,” Abrams agreed. The most frustrating thing for him was that he agreed with her almost a hundred percent. He often did. But that didn’t stop the orders from being the orders. He was sworn to stick to them and to uphold them—whatever they were for that particular mission. The mission orders were the only thing that separated purpose from undisciplined chaos.

      “We’re going to search the rest of the complex anyway,” he grunted, stepping back to the center of the hall and making for the bulkhead door at the back. Mendiata followed him. From the pace of her feet, Abrams could tell that she was wary, probably looking from teardrop pod to pod and wondering when the monsters were going to spring out.

      The door at the end was at least more familiar to Lieutenant Abrams’ eyes. It was the regular slate-blue of a service air lock, and by the side of the door was the command console and a manual lever. Most air locks were simple and uniform by design. Anyone could operate them across UTA space when in need and could access them without the need for passkeys or ident codes.

      “Checking pressure,” he announced, punching the controls to check that the expected air lock room on the inside of that would in fact be ready. It was. Because there was very little difference in atmosphere between human-normal and Vespers, all that was required was an in-between room where the air could be cycled out and fresh oxygen cycled in.

      “She’s good to go,” Abrams announced, slapping a hand on the lever. “You got me, Specialist?” he said, knowing that he would have to lower his rifle to open the door.

      “Got you, Lieutenant,” he heard as Mendiata raised her rifle to point at the door ahead, ready for whatever was on the other side.

      “On me and—ready.” Abrams pulled the lever.

      Just as a voice behind them shouted.

      “Wait!”
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        * * *

      

      “Wait!” Carl shouted as he leaped up the last flight of steps. Already he saw Abrams and Mendiata ahead of him at the air lock—about to endanger them all.

      “Corporal?” Abrams turned. The bars over the air lock command console showed how the room inside was emptying of safe oxygen so that it wouldn’t waste any when the doors opened.

      “Don’t open it! This place is infected with xenovirus!” Sebastian hit the hall steps running headlong toward the others.

      “We kinda see that already, Corporal,” Abrams glowered.

      The bar read half full and was moving fast.

      “No—you don’t understand!” Carl was saying. Dammit. There wasn’t time. he snatched up his rifle.

      “Corporal? What are you doing?” Abrams said. The WarDog was already pointing the rifle past his shoulder at the door.

      “These monks were in a sort of symbiosis with the virus. They managed to contain it somehow,” Carl said.

      
        
        Air lock: 5 seconds to ready . . .

      

      

      “Contain it? What are you talking about?” Abrams asked.

      “But it didn’t work. Well, not completely. The virus won’t hurt them but will attack us,” Carl was saying. “That way leads to their virus gardens.”

      “Their what?!” Mendiata said, shocked.

      
        
        Air lock: Ready!

      

      

      There was a dull ping as the door smoothly slid open.

      Revealing a strange, green-and-blue-lit room brimming with phosphorescence and odd, curving and twisting organic growths.

      “Arms ready!” Carl called. Abrams and Mendiata swung back around to face the room. The entire air lock was filled with these plant-like, fungal shapes. There was a quiver of movement from inside, and then something moved.

      “Get back!” Carl shouted.
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      It was something like a gourd or a flower head. That was what it looked like from the momentary glance. It had leathery flesh of a slightly orange-and-cream color, laced and veined with green threads.

      The large bud rose up, quivered, and then suddenly burst toward the Pillarmen, trailing scaled metal tendrils as it came, emerging through the air lock.

      For a moment, Carl thought that he was looking at a plant version of the giant jellyfish-type thing that they had seen out in space, but in fact, it was much more like a living plant, with a giant plant head at its “heart.”

      “Back! Back!” Abrams was echoing his earlier command as the creature strained and struggled into the room, raising its metal tendrils menacingly into the air.

      “Sir! Open fire?!” Mendiata was shouting incredulously.

      “Abso-lutely!” Abrams snapped—but the xeno-plant thing was faster still. A metal tendril shot through the air, striking the rifle from Mendiata’s hand with an audible thwack that sent her sprawling to the ground.

      “Specialist!” Abrams called, opening up a burst of fire against the central part of the xenoplant’s rounded, fleshy body.

      The creature didn’t shriek or make a scream, but as the shells hit, it quivered backwards, a deep shaking running over its body in the same way that Carl had seen the space version ripple and shake. The WarDog swore that he could feel an echo of the creature’s pain and alarm spike through him.

      
        
        Alert!

      

      

      But then, it was counterattacking, throwing more of its metal tentacles forwards, shooting through the air in the flash of an eye. One of them struck Abrams off his feet, another wrapping itself around his rifle.

      Carl ran forward, firing. He saw the tense tug-of-war between the lieutenant, who was not a small man by any means, and the giant plant. The contest lasted as long as it took to draw breath, and the giant plant proved the stronger. It plucked the man’s rifle casually from his grip and crushed it with a simple twirl of its metal tendrils.

      “Yarrgh!” Carl fired again, feeling his limbs start to lighten just a little from the production of his WarDog chemicals—but it was too little, too late. His body had only recently flooded him with the designer synths, and the strange organs and glands that only he had were not ready to do so again. Not yet, anyway.

      His bullets tore into the bulbous flesh of the plant thing all the same as he ran forward, and he saw and felt it once again quivering. For some reason, he was sure that he could feel the pain echoing through his own body, up and down his limbs, as lumps of the thing’s flower bud started to be torn free.

      The sympathetic pain made his body reluctant to pull the trigger, but he still did. Maybe he hesitated. In that brief gap of a second, another of the metal tendrils lashed out, slapping him across the arms and chest and easily batting him to the floor.

      “Aargh!” Carl heard the shout of the lieutenant as the WarDog scrambled, rolling clear of another slap of the metal tines, this one strong enough to gouge the stone underneath. He came to a sliding halt at the foot of one of the teardrop sleeping pods, turning to look back.

      He saw, just in time, as the shot-up giant flower bud of the xenoplant burst open. Great layers of orange-and-yellow petals resembling leathered skin flared in all directions. And what they revealed in their heart was a set of steel, spiked points like a set of teeth belonging to a deep-sea creature.

      With ease, the xenoplant was lifting Lieutenant Abrams effortlessly on three metal vines, straight toward its maw . . .

      “Lieutenant!” Carl shouted, pushing himself up to his feet. He realized that he had already lost his gun when he was struck. Mendiata was on the floor nearby, unconscious.

      But her gun, with its explosive shells, lay just a few feet away from her body.

      “Corporal!” the WarDog heard Abrams shout, completely immobile as the twines had wrapped around him. There was nothing that he could do. There was no way that he could fight back.

      Carl moved, throwing himself toward the specialist’s gun as one of the metal tines flashed toward him through the air. He ducked as it whistled through the air past his head.

      Next step—

      He dove for Mendiata’s gun. Another of the metal tines smashed into the floor behind him.

      Got it!

      He had it in his hands, and he rolled, sliding under the weight of the metal tines almost below the entire body itself.

      And, with a snarl that might look better on a wolf, Carl Sebastian fired upwards. Mendiata’s rifle was modified for explosive rounds. He had to pull the loading pin and then the trigger as the creature’s metal tendrils squirmed and turned, trying to reach for him.

      He fired. The body of the beast was, at most, ten feet above him. When the shell struck, the WarDog was struck with a concussive blast of flame. He knew he was far too close to fire something of that caliber—but at least he was inside his Exalted suit.

      
        
        Alert! Outer plate compromised (breastplate) . . .

      

      

      The shock wave of the blast pummeled Carl inside his suit, but the warning signs on his HUD were orange, not red. He fired again, not knowing whether the creature had managed to engulf the lieutenant in its maw or not.

      
        
        Alert! Outer plate compromised . . .

      

      

      Another blast struck him, and then suddenly, the shadow of the beast was lifting, lurching to one side, and collapsing against one line of the teardrop-shaped containers.

      Carl threw himself to the side for heavy slaps of the metal tines to fall around him—but not with any predatory intent. He could feel the body of the thing quivering and shaking, and—sickeningly—he could feel the creature’s death rattle as it was finally defeated.

      “Abrams? Mendiata?” he coughed, throwing the now-dead metal vines from his body as he crawled and pulled himself out from under the thrown bits of xenoplant.

      “Urgh . . .” There was Abrams on the other side of the room, pulling aside the heavy vines of metal and struggling to stand.

      “Sir? Carl?” A groan from Mendiata as she was pulling herself into a seated position.

      “The damn thing bit me,” Carl could hear Abrams say. The lieutenant stood awkwardly up, favoring one side as he displayed one leg of his suit. Carl saw a perfect line of crushed plate across his greaves where the teeth of the creature had managed to punch home.

      “It didn’t get through?” Mendiata said, concerned as she got to her feet.

      “No, not a second too soon, though.” Abrams’ eyes flickered toward Carl. “Although I could say the same thing for you, WarDog,” he muttered.

      Carl groaned as he, too, got to his feet, to look down and see that the entire front of his suit was blackened with scorch marks, torn, and rent. Some parts were even still smoking.

      “You good, WarDog?” the lieutenant said.

      Carl wasn’t sure how to respond to that question, not really. He felt like he had just gone through a meat grinder and then a trash compacter all at once. It was probably only the residual effects of his mutant biology that were keeping him standing, he considered.

      “Ah . . . I see you didn’t get the memo?” There was a voice from the stairwell. All three of the Pillarmen turned and saw Tucker standing there, rifle at the ready, and looking faintly shocked.
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      “The monks here had a regimen that meant they could withstand the high carbon dioxide atmosphere,” Tucker explained as the group hastily did what they could to run their suits’ auto-fixes. They applied any medical stimulants and painkillers that they had, and of course, rearmed their weapons, Abrams pulling his service pistol from his side holster.

      Before them, the body of the xenoplant lay just a little way away, thrown against the side of the room and occupying a full quarter of the hall. Giant, leathery leaves were crumpled and folded over the dead metal tines, and its open maw was stilled, but it was still unnervingly presented to them, nonetheless.

      “They could breathe out there? You’re kidding me,” Mendiata said sourly.

      “Sort of,” Tucker said, waving a rifle at the spilled teardrop pods. “That’s what these were for—a way to get used to the atmosphere in small doses. They found that when they entered into deep states of meditation, they could regulate their bodies’ oxygen intake.”

      “One hour and you’re done?” Carl murmured.

      Tucker nodded inside his suit. “Well, for these guys, it was approaching four or five. It seems that they had some sort of religious philosophy that wanted them to adapt and collaborate with whatever planet they colonized. They were pioneering human-based, nontechnical colonization techniques.”

      “Yeah, I see that worked out great for them,” Abrams grumbled, turning back to the air lock room that the giant mutant plant had escaped from. The far air lock was still closed, meaning that the plant must have been stuck inside that room for as long as it took for them to find it.

      Like a guard, Carl thought. He had been sent up here as soon as Tucker had found the base schematics and realized what the monks had been doing.

      “They were culturing the xenovirus.” Carl explained what he had read. “I don’t know if that means that the virus got here first, or they brought it—but I’m guessing from what we saw out there on the asteroid field that it managed to infect Vespers, and the monks thought they could—I don’t know—live with it?”

      “Hmm.” Lieutenant Abrams once again turned to look at the teardrop pods, where the comatose monks were apparently stilled—and also infected. It was clear what his analysis of the attempt was.

      “But that’s the thing . . .” Tucker took up the explanation as they waited at the inner air lock door.

      “From what I found out from their archives, it seemed that they had made some sort of progress in maintaining their sense of self. At least, that is what their records were saying.” Tucker himself didn’t look convinced. “They called it symbiosis. They claimed that they had reached it with the virus.”

      Is that why the UTA kept this place as an aligned world? Carl thought. He of all people knew full well that they had engaged in experimental programs. He was the product of one, and, when public opinion turned against the WarDogs, the Terran Alliance merely went super secret and converted it to the Exalted program.

      How long have the UTA known that the xenovirus was the real threat? he was thinking, his sense of anger lending strength to his limbs.

      And just what were they willing to do here? He heard Abrams move testily from one of his feet to the other.

      “Is that why the UTA sent us here? To bring in some crazy religious scientists for them?” he glowered. For just a moment, Abrams looked deadly angry before taking a deep breath. “Any sign on where they are? No life signs? Trackers?”

      Tucker shook his head. “No, sir. There was an audio warning at the start announcing that only the monks should be allowed access to this part of their complex, given their . . . relationship with the xenovirus. And that was it. There should be some forty souls here, all told.”

      “Forty?” Abrams grumbled, casting an eye back at the teardrop containers. “That’s fourteen. So, that leaves an unaccounted twenty-six.”

      “Sir?” Mendiata said after a pause. “The Pegasus. We can accommodate eight maybe, in a pinch.”

      Abrams stood stock-still, his face cast into a deep red shadow behind the visor.

      “Orders,” he announced finally, reaching up to grasp the air lock lever and pull it down decisively. “Our orders are to respond to a danger to UTA citizens. This is what we’re doing. Orders, Specialist.”

      Yeah, but what are we supposed to do when we find them? Carl was thinking while the door behind them petaled closed, and there was the hiss of recycling air. Within minutes, the internal chamber was now filled with Earth-approximate oxygen levels, but nobody was daring to take off their suit visors. This room was already caked with patches of furred and tentacled scale. Even inside his suit, Carl could sense the virus all around. It was everywhere. The air was probably filled with its spores.

      “Ready?” Abrams announced.

      Of course not, Carl thought back. How could they be?

      Abrams slammed the lever home, and the air lock door opened.

      Showing them a garden of xenovirus lit with green-and-blue phosphorescence.
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        * * *

      

      “Arms!” Abrams hissed as a tremor of fear ran through them all.

      They stepped out into what could only be described as an arboretum, but one without windows or large panes of glass. Instead, the entire inside of the hall was replete with an eerie blue-and-white glow coming from the plants themselves.

      “Stars,” Mendiata swore gently as, despite their hopes, the lieutenant led them forward.

      Everything before them still had the impression of the jungle outside, Carl thought. There were still thick and tall “trees” with long, waxy, and oval leaves—as well as thickets of vines that snaked through everything, ending in sprays of waxy leaf spikes.

      Only everything had been changed by the xenovirus. The trunks of the largest plants were threaded with silver scale like crazy engraved patterns running up their lengths. Entire leaves were made from the same mottled metal, and there were new leaf shapes on the same plants, too, rhomboids and octagons. Long tresses of the metal fibers draped down from the canopy, some as fine as gossamer, and gently glowed along their length in rippling waves of blue or green.

      But that wasn’t even the strangest thing that was before them. That accolade was given to the large and small “fungus” shapes: ears and mounds and brackets of orange-and-greenish flesh with fine, ephemeral skirts and gills displaying underneath them. Were it not for their colors and the thick cords of metal fiber that connected them like root systems, then Carl might have mistaken them for a regular part of the jungle.

      And he had seen things like this before, of course. On Philas B, struck by a Palacian missile containing the xenovirus and turned into some sort of alien colony with mutant-possessed Fomorian Brigade and Exalted WarDogs alike patrolling it. Both of whom had been controlled by the xenovirus itself.

      Home . . .

      The feeling struck him palpably, a fresh ache of longing and completion. It seemed to come from the plants themselves.

      No! What? No! Carl shook his head, tried to focus.

      Underneath the strange flowers, glowing with their own blues and greens, there were containment areas. Low stone walls with gravel paths ran between them. It didn’t stop the overhang or the spread of the plants, but it provided a way forward for the marines.

      “Well, nothing’s trying to kill us yet,” Mendiata whispered, moving her rifle first to train on her right, then her left, up, and then down.

      “Anything might attack us at any moment,” she growled as they stepped forward warily beneath the shade of the mutant plants. Carl agreed with her. He had seen the virus take over animals, people, even entire ships—and now plants too. The results were always strange, catastrophic, and often murderous. The infected could take on new characteristics, new abilities, even a new independence as they struck out at everything around them.

      But nothing was reaching for them here and now as they strode forward. Carl wondered why and then thought it was better not to question a good thing.

      “These appear to be . . . power relays?” Tucker pointed to the third large mushroom shape on the ground. It glowed regularly with a faint blue, the metal cables at its base surging into the thin soils and connecting to the trees and other plants around.

      “I think so. Or some kind of data transfer,” Carl whispered, remembering what he had seen on Philas B. These low, glowing mushroom-type things were a regular feature. They would glow brighter and stronger when the environment was about to make a big change.

      “Why aren’t they attacking us?” Mendiata whispered as they carefully stepped forward around a bend. There was a flicker of movement from above them, and all the Pillarmen lurched and spun, rifles raising—just in time to see the metal fibers curling and rising away from where they were walking, as if shy.

      “Huh. So much for murderous, right?” Tucker whispered.

      “Oh, it is, if it wants to be!” said a voice from up ahead.

      There, just a little way in front of them, standing in a clearing of the xenovirus, was one of the monks. And his face was almost completely encased in silver, mutant xeno scale.
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      “Arms up!” Abrams hissed, sliding into a crouch. Mendiata did the same, their rifles snapping forward to give Carl and Tucker a clear line of fire as well.

      “Wait, wait!” The monk raised his dry, bare hands. He was dressed in simple, white robes belted at the waist over some heavy trousers, over which a light, padded white jerkin had been thrown. His arms and hands were completely bare, as were his feet. He was surrounded by a corona of the glowing xenoplants behind him, completely unperturbed that any of them could turn on him in an instant.

      “Ready!” Abrams snarled.

      “Wait—I mean you no harm!” the mutant monk said, which was disconcerting. The monk’s head was completely encased by the metal scale of the xenovirus with the scale ending only around bright blue eyes and a segmented slash for a mouth.

      “Mutant!” Mendiata hissed. “I’m ready.”

      Hey, Carl thought. That could quite accurately describe him as well—not that he didn’t understand Mendiata’s apprehension. The people infected with the xenovirus were deadly monsters. Murderous. Savage. Just like the WarDogs.

      “I’m not going to hurt you! Terra forever!” the monk suddenly wailed, falling to his knees and raising his hands in a beseeching gesture.

      “Wait!” Carl shouted.

      Confused and shocked, the Pillarman team waited, and Carl could feel Abrams’ eyes on him as he stepped forward.

      I’m a mutant too, he was thinking. At least I’ll give you the benefit of the doubt.

      “Speak up, old man,” Carl announced, and he lowered his rifle just a little. “Are you infectious? Will being near you endanger my friends?”

      “No . . . I . . .” The monk made a few stuttering noises before hanging his silvered head. When his voice returned, it was much smaller than before.

      “I cannot be sure,” the monk said. “It is best if you maintain a distance, but I have no desire to hurt you.”

      “Neither does any mutant,” Carl announced.

      “This is different,” the monk said, looking up hopefully at him. “We found a way to maintain our sense of self even inside the mind stream.”

      “Mind stream?” Carl winced.

      “Yes! The flow of consciousness inside the xenovirus. What it creates, what guides it!” The monk appeared excited.

      “Sir? I think he’s insane,” Carl heard Mendiata whisper, but somehow, the old man’s words made perfect sense to him.

      The mind stream. The feelings I’ve been experiencing. Feelings that aren’t my own . . . Could it be true that they were caused by the xenovirus itself? How would that even work?

      “Yes, I see that you know, don’t you? You’ve heard it too, yes?” the monk said in a low, urgent whisper. Then he raised his voice.

      “The xenovirus is intelligent and terribly so. It is on a path to colonize and destroy us all if it can!” The monk slowly rose to his feet.

      “Wow. And your group decided to what, join with some interstellar murderer?” Mendiata said. “Good plan, guys.”

      “We didn’t realize!” the monk said, aghast. “We thought it was non-sentient. A mere virus. We were trying to find ways to adapt to it, other ways that might even aid human evolution.”

      Abrams coughed pointedly. That was about as much as he was going to take about the subject of the monk and human evolution.

      “We found, through deep trance states, body listening, that we could slow its spread. That we could even achieve a sort of symbiosis with it—imagine! A generation of people who can manifest the virus’ remarkable transformative abilities whenever they need to!”

      “And its remarkable murderous qualities?” Carl said dryly. He knew full well what happened when scientists started playing God with genetics.

      The monk paused and nodded once. “Yes, perhaps you are right. Because something started happening to our community. The monks started entering deeper and deeper into trance . . . they discovered the alien mind stream, you see. They discovered the voice of the xenovirus itself.”

      “And what was the voice of the xenovirus trying to say?” Abrams snarled, standing up slowly and not lowering his rifle, Carl noted.

      The monk again looked down. “It is coming for us. It is attempting to colonize our systems. No sooner had we realized that than those monks deep in the stream were . . . taken.”

      “Taken?” Carl asked.

      “Yes.” The infected monk nodded. “The infected plants themselves took them deep into the jungle to where the virus is concentrated.”

      Carl looked over at Abrams, wincing.

      “We know where the rest of these monks have gone, then, sir,” he stated.
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      “This is the worst fracking idea I’ve ever . . .” Mendiata hissed as they trod through the virus-laden jungle.

      In front of the specialist marched Abrams and the monk—a man called Brother Ablees, his scaled head catching the brief scatters of light from whatever star managed to break through both Vespers’ natural twilight and the thick canopy of trees above.

      Behind the pair came Mendiata and Carl with Tucker at the rear. The group moved as quietly as they could along the jungle path, but there was the inevitable sound of cracking sticks, rustling leaf mold, and the brush of wet leaves.

      Leaves that were often covered in fine threads of silver scale, Carl noted, as his boot suddenly hit the hard, jutting-out corner of a metal root.

      The xenovirus was everywhere, but it wasn’t as concentrated as Carl had seen it in other places. Instead, it was scattered and patchy, as if its spread was sporadic and hesitant.

      Did they really find a way to live in tune with it? The thought flashed through Carl’s mind, and he considered the strangeness of their situation. The monk ahead, Ablees, was clearly infected—and yet he remained walking and talking as if his body wasn’t riddled with the virus at all. If it weren’t for the way that the monk looked, the obvious signs of scale—and the angry ache of threat in the deep part of Carls bones whenever he was near the xenovirus—then the WarDog could have convinced himself that the man really was in charge of himself.

      But it isn’t going to end like that, is it? the WarDog knew. If there was one thing that he knew about the xenovirus, then it was this: it wouldn’t stop. It would always take over. It might not be now or even today—but Carl was convinced that the monk, along with any other of the infected, was going to become one of the slavering, murderous mutants.

      Just like I am, I guess? he thought. He remembered the small wooden figurine that was, even now, inside one of his belt equipment modules. The leaping dog. Murderous and feral.

      “You’re certain they came this way?” Carl heard Abrams grunt as they trod carefully through the murk. The jungle was thicker here, and the path that had been hacked through it was more a natural avenue between trees, cut by rainfall, he imagined. They had struck out along the river from the temple complex before finding a gorge that opened into a deep jungle vale. This was the route that Ablees said the other infected twenty-six had been “taken.”

      “Oh yes, I was there, you see,” Ablees repeated airily. What was also strange—well, aside from the fact that the monk was half covered in mottled xeno scale—was the fact that he wore no defensive equipment. No air refiners or purifiers.

      I guess the xenovirus means he doesn’t even need filters anymore, Carl growled to himself. Yet another thing that the monks could claim was a success, he thought dismally.

      “I managed to escape. The twenty-six were in a trance, stating that they were being led to the source of the mind stream, a Speaker, they called it,” Ablees said. “Here on this planet.”

      “You mean the xenovirus itself? Talking?” Tucker interjected, sounding puzzled.

      “I really couldn’t say,” Brother Ablees said. “Only that the monks had been very deep in their trance state, the mind stream. When they emerged, they said that there was a Speaker here willing to talk to them. We trekked out, but just a little way ahead, the virus itself—in its planet form—took them. You will see what I mean,” Ablees was muttering.

      “What do you mean by ‘see what you mean?’” Mendiata hissed sternly. “Just what is up ahead, old man?”

      
        
        Alert!

      

      

      Before Brother Ablees could answer, their suits started pinging with the nearness of extremely high levels of the xenovirus. It was close, and the sensors in their suits were going off the chart.

      “It’s straight ahead!” Abrams hissed, falling into a crouch, his rifle up as he trained it through the foliage. Everyone else similarly tensed.

      “Is it my eyes,” Mendiata said, “or is there a sort of glowing happening up ahead there?”

      “You’re right,” Carl growled, surprised at first that they were just now seeing it. He had assumed that everyone could see the dim, greenish glow coming through the foliage from ahead, like someone had lit a very large but shielded lamp.

      “We go in, get the twenty-six if we can, and get out,” Abrams breathed, slowly rising from his crouch, and stepping forward as the silvered leaves brushed past his suit.

      “If they’re alive, you mean,” Mendiata muttered.

      There’s probably more of a problem if they are alive, Carl was thinking as he followed the team. The leaves and vines parted to reveal . . .

      The glow was coming from a giant dome. A green dome, one made of a near-translucent, living plant skin with thick metal cords running through it. It was large but surrounded with more of the xeno vines and trees, making it feel half covered and claustrophobic. When they looked down, they could see thick metal roots snaking through the ground toward the super structure and apparently coming from all directions in the forest.

      Home!

      Carl gasped, staggering forward a few steps as the feeling of longing and heartache hit him.

      “WarDog!” Abrams hissed, turning to snap at him. “Are you good? What’s happening?”

      “You feel it, don’t you?” Brother Ablees said in a singsong voice. “You feel the mind stream just as strongly as I do.”

      All the Pillarmen looked between Carl and Ablees. Abrams’ face was a picture of horror and disgust.

      “What are you talking about, old man?” Carl snarled, feeling suddenly afraid in front of his own unit. What would they do if they found out that it was true? They had barely managed to trust him as a “mutant” WarDog. If they thought that his genetics made him susceptible to a new form of mind warfare or whatever the xenovirus was doing, then they wouldn’t trust him.

      In fact, they might do more than not trust him.

      All at once, the green-tinged light around them brightened like someone turning the dial on a lamp, and then it faded. It happened again and again. Like a beacon.

      Or a signal.

      “The Speaker is welcoming us in,” they heard Brother Ablees whisper, and they all turned to look at the viral dome.

      Disconcertingly, there was now an opening at its base where previously there had been none.

      No one breathed for a moment, then Abrams let out a ragged sigh.

      “What have we got to lose, right?”

      From where Carl was standing—and based on the looks on the faces of everyone around him—he could think of a whole lot. But that didn’t stop any of them from following Abrams as he turned and sauntered toward the dome, his arms at the ready.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “The sensors are no use,” Tucker breathed as they stepped up to the dome. The man was right. Carl could see from his own sensors how the xenovirus was everywhere now. It wasn’t just that, but the virus appeared to be playing hell with all the rest of his suit’s scanners as well.
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      “Who needs ’em,” Carl breathed, switching them off with a flare of one hand as he followed the others into the dark of the strange viral dome.

      To see, inside, a glowing column of blue-green light.

      No, not just light, Carl was thinking as his eyes focused and his visor cut out the automatic glare.

      It was a column of living material, he believed, oddly fractal, and one that reminded him of some kind of deep-sea creature with black veins for the walls between compartments that glowed with a cerulean, green-tinged light. From its top and its base, there were thick nests of the xeno-scale cables plunging into the walls of the structure or the floor, and from this glowing column radiated a sense of power.

      “Sir!” Mendiata hissed, dragging their eyes away from the strange column that stretched from floor to ceiling of the dome. She pointed her rifle at the walls. There were shapes: rough, overgrown, humanoid-like shapes embedded in the walls, with smaller variants of the silvered cables snaking around and through them. To Carl’s eyes, it appeared that they had been turned into living batteries or organs for the invading creature.

      “I guess we know what happened to the twenty-six monks, alright,” Tucker breathed.

      Home . . . The feeling once again struck Carl and tore through him, this time making him gasp with its force and driving him to his knees.

      “Ah!” It wasn’t just Carl who felt this, however. Ablees, too, struggled to keep upright, while low moans and groans fled the lips of the other Pillarmen.

      “We are home . . .” a voice said, a simultaneously omnipresent voice that was made of a hundred thousand different threads. It was whisper thin as well as booming loud, roaring, hissing—cheery or cajoling or threatening.

      And it all appeared to be happening entirely inside of Carl’s head.

      “Human. Child of the virus. You are home,” the multilayered voice said.

      No, I’m really not, Carl managed to think as the voice inside his head continued to shout and mutter, threatening to drown out his own thoughts.

      Instantly, he was assaulted with images that he could not explain: vast, starlit fields that he realized had to be the distant reaches of space itself. Thin, silvered gossamer threads traversed and waved through it like gentle spider silk on invisible streams.

      Is this a part of the virus too? Something born into deep space?

      And then the image changed again, showing darkened planets with oozing mud or strange, vaporous sludges with more of these glowing mushroom-like shapes scattered through it. As he watched, the mushrooms burst, projecting green flowers that flew upwards through the sky like the xeno-jellyfish type creatures.

      Then another image, these xeno-jellyfish things surrounded with burning coronas as they struck planets, many of them burning as they fell through the atmosphere, but some managing to reach all the way to the planets below, exploding on contact.

      Those same planets now changing their hue, their atmospheres taking on a deeper orange-and-yellow tone—the colors of xenovirus infection as the plants beneath changed the atmosphere of their host planets—before the cycle started again.

      And then, finally, an image from the inside of some vast, organic cathedral with walls very much like the one that the WarDog and the others stood inside—only this was vast and filled with these glowing, green pillars—these Speakers, Carl knew without a shadow of a doubt. There were other shapes tending to them, humanoids and multi-limbed creatures, and all of them covered in the mottled xeno scale.

      “You have been chosen by us. Your . . . field . . .” (Carl knew that this wasn’t the word that the Speaker before him was choosing, but it was the closest approximation that his brain could find) “is good for us. We are bringing you home, child of the virus . . .”

      Again, “virus” was not the name that Carl’s mind heard, but it was the closest name that his understanding could give it. The xenovirus had its own name for itself, a long and complicated name that was unpronounceable in human language, but Carl knew it equated to “the virus.”

      “I’m no child of yours!” Carl said, his voice going from a snarl to a feral shout as he crouched on the floor. For some reason, his own thoughts were coursing with a sense of belonging coming from this creature, this collection of creatures, this hive mind. The WarDog could feel that sense of connection and family inside the very marrow of his being, as much as he tried to deny it.

      “Do not resist. You cannot resist the—” (growth, spread, infection) . . .

      Again, Carl’s mind was battered with a series of images. Some of them were incomprehensible, while others appeared to be culled from his own memories.

      The blue-green of the “Speakers.”

      The bubble and hiss of strange swamps and pools, letting off that same blue-green vapor.

      The vat of blue-green chemicals that they had found at the Fomorian Brigade experimental station.

      The phials of the WarDog serum that were injected into him when he had first, in a state of traumatized shock, agreed to the super-soldier testing program.

      All of it was that same blue-green color, and although there was no evidence, the connection was instinctual. The same stuff that had made the Fomorian Brigade, the UTA WarDogs, and their second generation Exalted had all come from the weaponized xenovirus.

      Carl was indeed infected. He was made of the virus as much as Brother Ablees was.

      “No!” Carl shouted, snarled. Everything about the conclusion was correct. But what did that really make him? What did that mean he had always been?

      A monster. Always a monster.

      “You have come home now, child of the (virus). Just like all the others. We are joining. We are becoming family . . .” the multilayered voice said.

      “No!” Carl snarled, again as his mind reeled with more images. This time, with the stars filled with entire clouds of those giant jellyfish creatures undulating through the eternal night, their bioluminescent lights flickering along their sides as they approached, their metal tendrils flaring out behind them in the cosmic winds.

      Carl was sure of it. He was looking at an invasion.

      “Sebastian. Sebastian!” someone was shouting—a distant, singular, and very human voice. His comrades.

      “CONTACT!”
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      “WarDog! We need you—get to your feet!”

      Someone was shouting at Carl. It wasn’t the Speaker, and a moment later, he realized that it was Specialist Mendiata.

      “What?” he said, trying to shake his head from the visions and memories and the voice of the Speaker. He looked up to see that, already, there was a firefight breaking out behind him.

      “What?!” he said again. Suddenly, a bullet skipped through the air from outside and struck the pillar of the Speaker behind. The color immediately went darker, and Carl could feel an echo of the creature’s anger and pain tear through him.

      “You resist. You will be (eaten).”

      “It’s the Palacians. Mercenaries, I think—they must have followed us to Vespers!” Mendiata was saying. She grabbed Carl’s shoulder and dragged him to one side, out of the way of the open door—and the incoming fire.

      “How many?!” Tucker was hissing from where he had turned back around to the relative cover of the membrane as he changed magazines. Abrams and Ablees were both on the other side of the door, the lieutenant firing bursts out into the jungle.

      “Ten maybe, this side,” Abrams hissed, firing again.

      “This side?!” Tucker said.

      Before the lieutenant could answer that, there was an abrupt flash of white, and—a second later—the sudden, concussive blast from the other side of the xeno hall.

      “Agh!” Carl and Mendiata toppled to the membrane wall at the feet of one of the eaten twenty-six monks. A wave of flame had thrust itself through the room as the mound was attacked from the far side as well. With his senses ringing, Carl looked up to see that a large hole had been torn through the membrane fabric, and it was now edged with scorch lines and burning chunks of the mutant plant stuff.

      “Invaders. Intrusion.” The Speaker itself started to pulsate with flashes of blue-green light, radiating an anger that seemed to flood through the air itself.

      And through Carl.

      There was no denying the rage this time. The rage of entire solar systems, entire galaxies, was too strong for any one person to contain. Carl felt his strange biology react, his system flooding with adrenaline and a heady cocktail of other, entirely unique drugs that increased his agility, his stamina, his strength, making him almost impervious to pain.

      “Intrusion. Invasion. Attack!”

      Carl Sebastian, the WarDog, the Exalted super soldier, leapt toward the flaming breach in the wall, moving with the single-minded purpose that was coming from the Speaker and the xenovirus itself. He was an extension of its intent to repel invaders, and the first shape that was running toward the opening—a Palacian mercenary—was the first to feel his wrath.

      His weapons were the shortened combat blades that slid out from his leading right-hand gauntlet. He had dropped, forgotten, and abandoned his rifle, and his anger was such that he couldn’t even remember how to use it.

      The first mercenary went down in a savage cluster of blows just inside the rent portal to the Speaker. Then the way was clear, and the WarDog was leaping out against the others.

      All around him was the xeno-laden jungle and also the Palacian mercenaries, who had been running toward the breach with their own assortment of rifles, shotguns, long daggers, or grenade throwers. They hadn’t been expecting someone to leap out at them from the gap and certainly not someone with superhuman capabilities.

      But even as Carl threw himself into their midst, swinging a back fist here, kicking out there, turning to throw one over his hip before slashing downwards with his Combat Claws . . .

      Even through these frenetic moments of battle—the WarDog knew that this was different.

      He was possessed by a different type of rage, for one. An alien anger that beat with the same rhythm as his own heart—but it was more than that.

      It was the very act of fighting in the xeno jungle. He was used to this macabre euphoria, these spasms of war instinct—but never like this. His senses were sharpened to a crystal clarity, and there was an awareness of what was going on around him that was sharper and more connected than anything that he had ever experienced.

      “Ack!” A brief, muffled scream from one of the mercenaries as Carl slammed them to the floor, and he could feel the presence of the other mercenaries at the front of the mound too. Suddenly, somehow, he knew where they were. He could sense their boots treading on the ground, their shoulder pads brushing silver-tipped leaves.

      It was the xenovirus that laced this jungle. It was feeding messages to him, turning him into its deadly emissary.

      Home . . .

      That thought slid through his consciousness as he turned, diving into the undergrowth to feel a flush of returning as the fronds of the infected plants brushed him. They told him precisely how far he had to go to get out of the line of sight and how near the Palacian rear guard was, who—

      “Aiii!” The man fell, spraying bullets into the canopy as he went down under Carl Sebastian’s assault.

      “Krike?!” A worried voice from another of the mercenaries sounded, turning from their crouched place . . .

      As Carl leapt out of the way, across his vision—

      For a metal creeper from the xeno vine above to slap itself around the guard’s neck and tighten in an instant with a deathly rattle.

      “Behind!” he heard the next Palacian mercenary shout as he descended upon him, pummeling the man with blows before slicing his claws across the space where their helmet visor met their rubber mantle. The man went down with a surprised gurgle, and Carl wasn’t even stopping.

      “Hyaagh!” He didn’t stop when he was violently shoved to one side as a Palacian that he hadn’t seen body checked him, slamming him into the undergrowth. Carl heard the ping noises of alerts and knew that he had been hit. He blinked and looked up to see that the mercenary had managed to strike him between one of his Exalted suit’s plates with the blade attachment on a rifle.

      Hmm, the WarDog thought, not feeling the pain even as he looked up at the Palacian mercenary looming over him.

      “Invader. Intruder.”

      Suddenly, the Palacian was seized, then dragged back by the living jungle, his body caught and held by more of the metal vines. The man who had come to kill him disappeared into the undergrowth in an instant. Carl did not see what happened to him, but he knew that it would be final.

      And then a shout was cutting through his rage.

      “WarDog!”

      It was one of his own, one of his friends—do I have friends?—a part of him knew. At the same time, he knew that they were all invaders and intruders here. Everyone who wasn’t a part of the family of the xenovirus.

      “Sebastian!”

      Again, the creatures who were not his made the shout, and again, he couldn’t understand why they were appealing to him. He wasn’t Carl Sebastian, the WarDog, was he? He was the virus. He was the ancient, interstellar intelligence that had seeded itself across entire solar systems, that had conquered an entire spiral arm of this galaxy already, and was moving forwards, forwards forever, for the needs of its collective hive mind.

      “Carl!”

      He managed to get to his feet despite the injury in his side, and his body felt energetic and alive, electric. Every caress and touch of the xeno-laden jungle was a reaffirmation of who he was and where he belonged.

      Home . . .

      Before him was the now torn and rent Speaker mound.

      The first of the Speakers to be on this planet. The One who speaks with all our voices.

      The fighting between the Terrans and the Palacians had been terrible and had torn great holes across its material, leaving much of it burning and melting. There were hisses of steam and escaping gasses from the tendril roots on the floor.

      Our blood and our memory. Our reaching and talking selves—

      Too much damage had been done to the Speaker, Carl knew in a moment. The embedded twenty-six (the energy) had been destroyed, as had many of the roots. The pillar of the Speaker itself now looked terribly slumped with half of its body blackened from fire.

      This cannot be allowed to happen! From one Speaker, more grow. If we are to thrive, we must eat!

      And there before them was the food available. Three humans wearing the torn, battered, and scratched suits of their kind, looking up at Carl as he loped forward through the torn and burnt opening.

      “Sebastian! Free us, stars damn it!” said the largest one, Lieutenant Abrams, from where he was caught by the metal root tendrils and slowly being dragged to the ruined walls. Once they had him there, Carl knew, the roots would surround him and keep him alive, even as they infected him with the virus and fed off his body’s vital energies.

      There were three such humans here, and one who had already been infected (Brother Ablees, a small part of Carl informed him), who had already given themselves over to the roots and the wall.

      Would three humans be enough? Would it be enough to revive the Speaker and start the process of expansion and growth once again, hopefully achieving the growth of another Speaker, another collection of the race’s intelligence . . .

      This world had been chosen as a good hub for the Speakers. It was safeguarded by a natural wall of asteroids. It was far between the two factions of humans. From here, the Speakers could grow and proliferate as they did elsewhere, forming an outpost of guiding intelligence.

      All these things Carl knew, thanks to the connection between his own mutant biology and the Speaker that grew before him. He felt as though the old WarDog was almost gone. Almost. He would be content to be a part of this organism, wouldn’t he? All because he was . . .

      Home . . .

      The feeling that washed over him, up and through him from the very roots in the floors, was much weaker now because the Speaker was slowly dying. It needed sustenance, and Carl was the one who had to give it . . .

      He turned toward the nearest of the similarly dragged and trussed up humans, meaning to carry them quicker to the wall.

      “Sebastian! Carl! Carl—no!” the human shape before him cried out.

      Mendiata.

      “Carl—what are you doing?” she was crying out as he grabbed her, lifted, and started to drag her toward the wall where she would join the ranks of the other twenty-six.

      “He’s one of them!” the dark-haired and dark-skinned one—Tucker—was gasping. “It has taken him over!”

      The smallest human was surprisingly fierce as she struggled, even half contained in the roots. She dug in her heels and kicked out at Carl as he dragged her up and started heaving.

      “Carl! You don’t have to do this!” she was shouting.

      But I do, he was thinking.

      “Carl, it’s me, Mendiata!” The human tried to appeal to him.

      Mendiata. There was a quiver of a response in him, from him. Somewhere in the back of his mind, something like a memory. The only problem was that it was so small and so singular. He was consumed by the hundred thousand whispers and voices of the virus itself. How could just one memory compete?

      “Carl, you remember back on Gorst?!” the human tried to reason with him. “You fought the bandits. That girl gave you a present. You fought the bullies because that was the right thing to do . . . whatever is controlling you now . . . it is the bully!” Mendiata was gasping as she squirmed, and Carl almost lost his grip on her.

      The right thing to do . . . The words rang in his ears, and he found himself pausing, but it was only a noise. It wasn’t strong enough.

      He seized the first food sacrifice more firmly, and this time he tried to forget who he had been. The life he had led that was still clinging onto the back of his mind with teeth and claws.

      “Carl—look!” Suddenly, the woman—Mendiata—underneath him turned, getting one hand free as she flipped one of the utility belt pouches and drew from it a small shape.

      It was something carved and wooden. A figurine of a tiny, leaping dog.

      “Remember this! I know it means something to you! Remember who made it for you—they believed in you! They thought you were a hero!” Specialist Mendiata was imploring him as she thrust the small wooden figurine against his visor.

      A girl had given it to him, hadn’t she? Carl blinked behind his murderous, flattened stare.

      “Say her name! Say the name of the girl who believed in you!” Specialist Mendiata was demanding. And somehow, even though half of him didn’t believe that this was the case—that he could be anything other than the xenovirus, certainly not a hero to anyone—he recalled the girl placing the wooden figurine into his hand and nodding up at him, just the once.

      “Ellie.” His voice croaked. “Ellie Bright.”

      Instantly, it was like the floodgates to his own memories were opened, and he had access to who he was. What he was. Who he had been.

      And more important than that, his voice inside his head was his own.

      She saw me as a WarDog, but not a monster, he thought. Not some anonymous piece of the virus. But as a protector. A guardian. A friend.

      Suddenly, Carl seized Mendiata and pulled her back from the wall, for the weakening metal xeno vines to snap. After pulling her clear to the front of the xeno hall, he went back for Tucker and Abrams.

      “Took your time, soldier,” the lieutenant managed to cough as Carl freed him. Considering everything that Lieutenant Abrams might have called him, he considered that to be a sort of a compliment.

      “Get back. It’s dying. It’s going to die soon,” Carl was gasping as his own mutant strength started to ebb away from his body, leaving him feeling so terribly exhausted—but strangely, not alone.

      . . . home . . .

      This time, the hiss of the Speaker’s voice was soft and sibilant and almost quiet when it reached Carl’s mind. It was weak and easy to push away as he helped the others to their feet, half dragging them and half leaning on them. They stumbled back up the path and away from the temple.

      The whispers of the xenovirus slowed to a stop, but that did not stop the awareness of danger as the team jogged and stumbled through the jungle. They did not bother to pause at the temple, nor did they stop to investigate the Palacian mercenaries’ craft.

      Instead, they headed straight for their own craft of the Pegasus, and no one was as pleased as Carl when they finally stumbled inside its air lock and began the decontamination process.

      “Make a broadcast,” Carl gasped and coughed. “We have to warn everyone to stay away from Vespers. It’s not a home for anyone anymore.”

      Abrams and the others were quiet for a moment as they were surrounded by the bombarding rays of radiation and cleansers. But one after another, they nodded. It would be done.

      And Carl knew that if he had a home anywhere—then it was here, with this crew.
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        * * *

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Thank You For Reading

      

      

      Thanks for reading Xeno Mutations, the fifth 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 will be available soon. Keep an eye out for it on Amazon.

        amazon.com/dp/B09FZY47J6

      

      

      

      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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