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      In the midst of the Alliance-Palacian War, on the distant homeworld of the Palacian kingdom, a very large man was starting to get very angry.

      “I want to see Queen Oceanus,” growled the not very tall but stocky form of Duke-General Stefans Greer.

      The duke-general was used to a certain amount of trepidation in the eyes of Palacian officers and citizens when they faced him. Even more so now, when he wore his full ceremonial uniform. The gold-and-midnight-blue regalia was littered with ruby medals and florets, indicating the campaigns he had fought.

      The duke-general was used to being obeyed. He had been, after all, a key figure in the first Alliance-Palacian War, a renowned mentor to the late queen of the Kingdom of Palace. He had secured a grinding stalemate against superior numbers in the first long conflict with Earth.

      He was regarded as somewhat of a legend to many, a hero even. Just last year—before the second conflict, of course—he had seen that there were even children’s toy action figures of him dressed in his full assisted battle suit (with removable combat blades and a variety of weapons!) that made him look like a humanoid tank.

      Well, the man considered briefly. That was pretty much what those close combat assisted battle suits had been like in the flesh as well. Or the metal, to be precise.

      If all of these things were true, then why was this lowly second sergeant or something struggling to authorize him to see his grandniece, the queen herself?

      “Sir, uh, I just need to check that appointment,” sergeant whoever said. He nodded to the second and third ceremonial guards standing at the entrance to the inner archway. They turned aside to flick their private comms field on, speaking hurriedly.

      Pfft. Greer’s jaw bunched and tightened.

      Around the very large but not very tall duke-general lay the inner atrium of the Queen’s Building. It was a cathedral of light and stone, pillars of cream-yellow stone rising up to hold vaulted ceilings of glass that phased with the soft wash of pastel colors, the latest design in synthware. There were stands of tall, overflowing green plants taken from across the various systems of Palacian space. Some had blooms that resembled perched butterflies. Others had pitchers so large, even this sergeant whoever-he-was could fit entirely inside.

      The Queen’s Building was a display of grace and power, the duke-general knew, built to instill a feeling of genteel control—but also of complete, dominating, and lavish wealth. Greer attempted to contain a slight snarl from the side of his lip. He had never particularly liked that statement—but the former general of Palace and the one who laid the foundation for its instatement as a nation, Queen Mia Oceanus’, had insisted that she project the image not of any worldly monarch but of a stellar goddess.

      “Normal people don’t rule over seventeen star systems!”

      The duke-general could just as clearly hear the old Oceanus scolding his rather blunt assessment of their posturing. She had been like that—but she had also been strong enough to lead the various rebellious factions and frontier political groups out from the clutches of the United Terran Alliance to found this new haven for humanity.

      Arcadia, the duke-general winced once more. This homeworld was everything that they had wished it to be: safe, secure, opulent, green and blue, and life supporting. But if Stefans Greer was truly, painfully honest with himself, he would admit that he had never completely thought of the capital world of the Palacians as home.

      More of a refuge. A stand. A challenge, he had to admit. It was the perfect place to start a new empire for humanity, of course. Mia Oceanus had been shrewd in every respect. But to Greer, it was never home.

      He was the sort of man who was more comfortable in the cramped conditions of a long-term cruise ship, on a campaign, out there among the stars with his crew and his fleet. He was the sort of man who preferred to be active. There was something about Arcadia that was just too perfect to him.

      Maybe it was because I was on the Route of Sorrows, the thoughts flashed through the duke-general’s mind. The Route of Sorrows had been when the Terrans—the UTA—had tried to stop the flow of Frontier and Terran deserters from fleeing through unclaimed space to seek refuge in distant Arcadia. They had attempted to appease them, then bully them, and then finally—they had hounded the fleeing ships with Terran fighters, firing at the convoys. It had been the catalyzing moment that had sparked the first Alliance-Palacian War, and Greer had risen to fame.

      Stefans Greer contemplated about how his entire life had been drenched in fire and blood. What sort of man did it make him if he felt better out on the fiery campaign trail than he did here, safe on their chosen homeworld?

      He had to admit that his entire life had indeed been buried in fire and blood. He could not remember a single year that had gone by when he hadn’t been engaged in some sort of battle.

      The way had been fraught with peril, and much was lost in the fight for independence. Unfortunately, in spite of its short, fifteen-year existence so far, Palace was now on to its second ruler, Queen Maya Oceanus, the daughter of the former monarch, who Greer was trying to see now.

      “Duke-General, sir?” The voice of sergeant whoever-he-was of the royal guard disturbed Greer’s thoughts, snapping him back to reality.

      “Yes?” The duke-general made to step forward, confident he would be able to speak to the queen.

      Maya was, after all, his grandniece. She reminded him more and more of her mother, rest her soul.

      Funny, he thought, that her name is so similar, yet distinct. Like her mother almost didn’t want Maya to become her . . .

      He cut his musings off abruptly. He was here with the very gravest of information. No time for reminiscence.

      The Fomorian Brigade is out of our control. The xenovirus is unstoppable, and we have to fight against it as fast as we can! He was filled with a fervor . . . then, deliberately and solidly, something thumped hard against his chest.

      It was the hardened edge of a long, Palacian pulse rifle.

      And it was being held by the Palacian sergeant.

      “Duke-General, you are going to have to come with me, sir. Right away,” the sergeant said in a hard, flat tone.

      Greer squinted. He knew that tone of voice. It was the sort of tone you used when you wanted to show the other person that you were perfectly happy to shoot them dead if they disagreed. He’d used that voice himself and often.

      “What is the meaning of this?” The duke-general stood his ground. “I am here on critical business! Of absolute importance to the security of the kingdom! I demand to see the queen!”

      He didn’t say the words “my grandniece.” But there was no way that anyone in the Palacian kingdom didn’t already know the connection. To speak to Greer was to speak to the royal and sprawling family of the Palacians in one way or another.

      The sergeant’s eyes flickered.

      “Stand aside,” the duke-general growled, tensing to step forward and push the gun out of the way.

      “Sir. I am strongly advising you to come with me. Now.” The sergeant’s eyes hardened. There was a shuffle of movement from their side as the second and third of the royal guards readied their weapons, lowering their long pulse rifles to train them against him.

      “This is preposterous! I’m the duke-general!” Greer started to rage, feeling his hands close into fists at his sides.

      “Sir—” the sergeant started to say. A shadow of movement caught the general’s eye, a flicker of motion from the main entrance hall that led to this archway. Greer turned to see that three figures had entered the room behind him, effectively blocking his way out.

      The two at the front were Fomorians, silver-and-gray-clad humanoid warriors. It was impossible to tell where their metal suits ended and their flesh began, so intertwined was their metal physiology, and their biology. They had no eyes, just metal skull domes with two glinting red eye lights, and their right forearms erupted into an implanted gun arm.

      And they obey the alien xenovirus, not us! Greer knew. Even though they had been cybernetically created by the Palacians and designed to be the best super soldiers that the humanverse had ever seen—he had seen the Fomorians attack both Terrans and Palacians alike. He had seen them working to build strange, alien landscapes, growing the xenovirus until it took over entire ships, entire habitats, entire colony worlds.

      “Duke-General!” a third figure behind the two Fomorian leaders called out as the two cybernetic warriors marched implacably forward. Greer saw a flash of a gold-and-purple robe and the swept-back, tricorne hat of office.

      “Lord Vareilla,” Greer growled. Suddenly it was obvious what was happening. Lord Vareilla, one of the distant new royals of Palace, had never been in active combat as far as Greer knew. The lord had been getting in closer and closer contact with the young queen over the last few years.

      And he was the very one who had started the Fomorian program.

      You know that you’re not in control of them. But you can’t admit that you made a mistake, can you? Greer’s thoughts raced. Vareilla had sold the entire idea to the queen as a move to take over the Palacian military and replace it with an entirely cyborg army.

      But that would mean the massacre of the entire Palacian people. The xenovirus would spread, infect the entire world. Soon, no one would be left—and all because Vareilla couldn’t relinquish control.

      “You are under arrest, Duke-General,” Lord Vareilla crowed as the Fomorian leaders marched forward, approaching the duke-general from both sides.

      “What for?! Explain yourself, Vareilla!” the duke-general said, taking a slow step away from the soldiers.

      Can I make it to the other side of the soldiers before they fire? Could I take one of their pulse rifles before the Fomorians get here!?

      “You have been found guilty of high treason.” Vareilla said smugly—and Greer could see the self-satisfied look in his eyes as he talked.

      “State your authority!” Greer demanded as he saw the three royal guards start to throw worried glances from one to the other.

      Now!

      The duke-general moved, spinning on his heel as one hand slapped up, pushing the pulse rifle held at his back up and out. He slid his hand to the barrel, yanking it sharply to snatch it from the guard’s hands.

      “Get HIM!” But Vareilla was screaming, and the Fomorian Brigade were throwing themselves forward with all of the preternatural speed of alien predators. They would be on him in a heartbeat. They were quicker, faster, stronger, unable to feel pain; and utterly ruthless in the pursuit of their goal.

      Greer snatched at the pulse rifle, managing to reverse his grip and spin it around just as the first Fomorian was leaping at him.

      He fired, feeling the heavy thump of the pulse rifle recoil. There was a brilliant, crimson flash from the end of the pulse rifle as he fired a burning bolt of plasma straight at the first Fomorian, who was thrown backwards.

      Greer turned, pivoting on his heel. The shocked, snarling form of the next royal guard appeared right before him.

      “Dammit!” he hissed as he pulled his pulse rifle back and away, not wanting to shoot the human.

      Whack!

      The second Fomorian fell on him, smacking him in the small of the back hard with their metal, clawed fists.

      “Aurgh!” Greer went down on one knee.

      No! I have to tell the queen! The thought flashed through his head as the metal body of the Fomorian loomed over him, one hand grabbing the rifle while the other clamped down hard on his shoulder. The duke-general felt a moment of unbearable pressure—and then the snap of his collarbone. His mere human flesh and bone could not withstand the might of mechanical, automated metal.

      “Seize him! Bring him down!” Lord Vareilla was shouting as a metal knee rammed into the small of Greer’s back, slamming him to the floor. He grunted, feeling his face smash, and went immobile. Unable to do anything because of the pressing weight of the kneeling Fomorian against his back.

      As fast as it had started, it was all over. The duke-general continued attempting to growl and twist his form, but it was no good. He was simply no match for the Fomorian on his back.

      “Ah, well, this is what we have finally come to, is it?” Lord Vareilla said as his finely tooled leather boots with metal-clipping soles stalked purposefully towards him. Greer could see them haze into view, and he wished that he still had that pulse rifle in his hands. One pull of the trigger would clear up an awful lot of the Palacian’s problems.

      The clipping boots stopped and squeaked as they turned. Vareilla leaned down and hissed into Greer’s ear.

      “You will never see your precious queen again, Duke Greer! She trusts only me now!” he said in a low, catlike purr before straightening up.

      “Guards? Take him to my secure facility. This is a priority black case. I will see that it is handled well,” he said. The royal guards stepped forward to seize the duke-general from the Fomorian’s grasp, one on each side. They slapped a pair of magnetic cuffs around his wrists.

      “And afterwards, make sure that you report to my offices when your shift is over,” Vareilla said with a thin smile at the human royal guards. Greer got a flash of insight, realizing that they would be dead or shipped off-planet in some immediate reshuffle before they got a chance to talk about what had happened today.

      “You won’t get away with this, Vareilla!” Greer managed to snarl as blood ran out of his mouth from where his teeth had smashed the stone floors.

      “The queen must see through you and your madness! The Fomorians will kill us all! The Terrans aren’t the real enemy—the xenovirus is!”

      “Shut him up!” Vareilla hissed, for one of the royal guards to slam the butt of their rifle into Greer’s belly.

      Pain exploded across the duke-general’s abdomen, and for a moment, his vision turned black.

      “Take him away,” Lord Vareilla snapped as Greer slumped and his feet dragged along the floor.

      But what no one knew was that the duke-general had one last trick up his sleeve, or more precisely—behind his collar.

      Hidden from view and as yet undetected, there was a tiny red bud of a comms port pressed against his neck. It was able to record and transmit narrow beam information, and right now, secreted in darkness, it was blinking sharply as it transmitted a tight band packet of information to his preplanned destination.

      It had recorded everything that had happened here, and it was the duke-general’s last hope to stop the Fomorians, the xenovirus, and Lord Vareilla.
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      Temparis Training Planet, UTA System 6

      

      Ready, set—go!

      Corporal Carl Sebastian felt the strange, alien chemicals inside his body suddenly release, coursing through his system as he took a lunging step forward out from the tree cover, leaning forward with his entire body as . . .

      Flash.

      A spark of burning red color as the enemy fired. Movement bursting at the same time as the fire of tight beam energy weapons. The Exalted WarDog—the genetically modified soldier whose fundamental self, his biology, his mind, had been altered by the potions and chemicals of the United Terran Alliance—tucked himself into a roll, hitting the ground. The beam of laser fire flashed onwards over his shoulder.

      A jumbled chaos of dark earth and green flashed across his vision, with the far-off pink sky twisting through the reaching hands of the trees.

      And then Carl was sliding out of his roll once more, bringing up his hand to activate his suit’s automated weapons and defenses.

      
        
        Pillarman Team 1 / HVY TACTICAL SUIT / (Cpl) SEBASTIAN, C:

        Activated Combat Claws . . .

      

      

      Carl’s already enhanced body was clad in the formfitting plates of his heavy tactical suit. Painted a deep matte black with flares of crimson, it was the battle dress of the UTA Special Ops unit, the Pillarmen—but it had also been specifically adapted for one of his skills.

      Out of the gauntleted wrist of his forearm shot three polysteel blades. He slashed them out and across in a savage movement.

      Tzzrk!

      He hit metal and wires. There was the jolt of impact, and then the burst of plasma and sparks, and he neatly severed the attack drone’s firing module from the rest of its floating body, even before he had finished his slide and jump-scrabbled to his feet.

      “Corporal! Behind you!”

      Through his suit speakers, he heard the sharp bark of command. He heard Lieutenant Abrams’ voice, although he couldn’t see where the man was.

      Carl reacted. He didn’t waste time as he spun to one side, feeling the chemicals of the stolen alien virus race through his system.

      Attack! Enemy! Kill!

      It was hard not to give into the rage, which coursed hot and fierce through his blood, but Carl had lived a long time with his altered biology. It had been different once, so long ago during the first Alliance-Palacian War. When he had been newly augmented, he had been a slave to the mutant serum’s desires.

      Back then, in a time that he only remembered as snippets of long, boring flights on deep space intercepts, punctuated by chaotic dreams of red and flesh and screams—back then, Carl had been new to the alien that lived lodged inside of him. He had allowed it to take over, and with its power, he had taken out entire squads, broken defensive lines, and invaded bunkers.

      But that was then, and this was almost nine years later. Carl had learned how to survive on the battlefield. Far more importantly, he had learned how to survive off the battlefield, back on the civilian beat when the other WarDogs had become outcasts and were hunted down by the very unit he now worked for.

      He felt the terrible rage and the anger of the xenovirus inside of him. But he knew that he could control it. Its voice was not roaring, not so loud, not yet.

      Carl hit the floor where he had landed. There was another flash of crimson-and-blue pulse light, and one of the trees on the other side of the clearing behind him exploded into flaming splinters.

      The lieutenant had been right. There had been another of the attack drones behind him. Either it had been tracking him since he had crossed the perimeter, or it had been specially designed to only activate after the first.

      In a moment of heart hammering and tight breath, Carl saw the small device rising over the grass at the edge of the clearing. It had a pendulous, hourglass-type body that floated in the air, suspended by a “fan” of four spinning rotors. Sitting in its center was its gun module, an extending, forward-facing gun carriage that was even now starting to whine as it sped up once again to shoot him.

      He was too far away to get his claws at it.

      He had no weapons.

      At this range, it was sure to hit him.

      Stress, danger, and the certainty of physical threat did wonders for his mutant abilities. With every speeding heart hammer, the strange neurochemicals that his unique glands released pumped more of their strange toxin-soup through his brain and body. He felt the rise of that alien voice once again in his body, the terrible yearning, rage, and anger.

      And he moved, allowing that force to flow through his limbs as he jumped and dove once again, hitting the floor as the attack drone fired its next shot.

      Carl rolled and jumped upwards, one hand snatching the first thing he could find as he did so—a dull, yellow rock a little bigger than his fist. His synapses flared, firing faster than any biologically normal human’s, as he flung the rock in a sideswipe before leaping once again.

      The rock smacked into one of the rotors of the attack drone, bursting into fragments as it did so, but also flinging the attack drone off course, sending it spiraling to one side.

      Which was just where Carl had landed, slashing upwards as he pirouetted, catching the underside of the drone and neatly cutting its body in two with a flash of sparks and plasma.

      “Achk!” He let out a feral growl as he landed on his feet once more, panting as he searched for the next threatening movement.

      There.

      There was a rustle in the foliage of this weird alien planet, a shape staggering towards him.

      Carl felt his lips pull back as he tensed, preparing to leap forwards at this new enemy. He drew back his Combat Claws.

      “Sebastian—Carl!”

      For a moment, he couldn’t even recognize the voice. Such was the alien rage that swam through his body. He saw the figure. A person in another combat suit—a heavy tactical suit like his—and they held a stubby, heavy assault rifle in their hands. They let go of the grip and raised one hand . . .

      Attack! Enemy! Kill!

      “Carl, hey—Carl, it’s me!”

      Carl Sebastian—or the fragments of xenovirus that coursed through his body, anyway—wanted to leap forward. The enemy was armed. They had come here protected and armed, clearly ready to battle. They were a threat to who he was, what he was. They would stop what he had come here to do.

      “Carl!”

      No.

      But the ex-WarDog and human was stronger than the virus. He was older and wiser. He didn’t give in.

      “Tucker,” Carl heard himself growl. He stumbled a few steps forward, heaving a great, yawning sigh, and he felt the tremors of excitement and exhaustion run through his body. This was another part of the process. He had to learn how to recover from his body’s unbidden outbursts of the viral serum that gave him power but ultimately sapped his strength. He felt a shudder of despair and tiredness wash over him but forced himself to stand up straighter and look at the grim-faced technical specialist and fellow Pillarman before him.

      “Mission over?” Carl heard himself say, his voice thick. “I thought we were continuing through the night?” He looked up at the skies to see that the atmosphere of this planet was still the pastel pink of another alien daytime. He couldn’t call it, but he was sure that the evening was a long time off, and there had to be at least seven more battle stations to pass in this training mission before it was over.

      “It’s done, Carl.” There was something different in the usually grim and austere technical specialist’s voice, a note of alarm.

      “The lieutenant has had a message from Central. Colonel Forrest,” Tucker said, turning back to the path that they had taken through the woods to get here. “There has been a distress call, and the colonel is deploying us immediately.”

      “A distress call?” Carl still struggled to understand what was going on past the fog of his alien chemicals. “But we’re a special operations unit. We don’t do distress calls. Or it has to be a pretty damn important emergency.”

      “It’s more about who sent it.” Tucker flashed a look over his shoulder at the following Exalted WarDog.

      The green leaves of this training planet thwacked dully at Carl’s legs and shoulders as they pushed through the undergrowth at a fast jog.

      “It came from Arcadia, the Palacian homeworld,” Tucker said.
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      “As you can see, it seems that Duke-General Greer wasn’t quite as persuasive as we had hoped.” The words of Colonel Forrest were clipped and exact in the dark, black-metal audience hall of the United Terran Alliance warship, the UTA Abelard.

      The warship, technically the mother ship of the Pillarmen unit, was stationary on the surface of the Terran training planet where the Pillarmen had been given a period of “active training rest” for the last month, following the Palacian missile attack on Harmony.

      It was even sort of peaceful here on Temparis, Carl thought vaguely. He realized all of that was now about to change. Yes, he had spent the last thirty days engaged in grueling hikes, capture-the-flag operations, climbing or running or escaping. But at least he hadn’t been out there beyond the envelope of sky where, somewhere far off, the war continued to rage.

      The Abelard was a narrow shark’s tooth of a vehicle, elongated in the middle, painted a muted black, and glistening with listening ports and domes. It was home to some sixty or so Special Ops Pillarmen, split into smaller strike teams of up to ten. It was designed as a black ops command vehicle, capable of deploying the UTA’s premier troops into the heart of enemy territory. It was a shadow, and its denizens were almost regarded as nightmares.

      This image of the secretive UTA black ops team—the same that went hunting for the super-soldier WarDogs between the wars—would only be reinforced, Carl smirked, if any civilian could see where they were standing now. Tall midnight-blue metal pillars holding up the rounded roof of similar dark plates, everything lit from below by floor striplights. And then there was Colonel Forrest, a woman in her early middle years with a long blonde ponytail, dressed in an all-black uniform. Her fearsome appearance was only enhanced by the cybernetic eye in her socket.

      “That recording came in approximately two hours ago.” Forrest swiped her hand through the holo field to kill the haze of blue where the last overheard words of the Palacian Duke-General Greer had sounded a few moments previously.

      “The Intelligence Division authenticated it as genuine. It was rerouted through half a dozen off-public satellites, but we’ve isolated the initial stamp coming from Arcadia, Palace space,” Forrest said.

      “Colonel, sir, you’re sure it isn’t a trap?” Tucker, standing beside Carl, was the first to speak. The usually taciturn technical specialist was frowning, and if anyone on their team understood the possibilities of fakery, it would be Tucker.

      “I mean, if the Palacian High Command realized that the duke-general was working for us, then it would be reasonable to expect them to use that to their advantage, get us to make a public statement or stage a rescue attempt,” Tucker went on.

      “Understood,” Forrest said with a growl. It was clear that she didn’t like any of the divergent possibilities here either.

      “However, our voice analysis team has authenticated the duke-general and this Lord Vareilla,” she said, pulling a deeper scowl.

      “The Intelligence people say that it’s real, and that the emotional pitches are congruent with real events, not actors. They’ve also pointed out that the Palacians, so far, haven’t used this for propaganda advantage.”

      “What? Really?” Carl thought that was a bit incredible. Surely, finding out that the most famous leading figure in your military was working with the sworn enemy would be useful to inspire yet more hatred and fanaticism?

      Even if he wasn’t actually, working for us, Carl considered. In truth, their unit had managed to show the old-timer duke-general the danger of the xenovirus and how it was taking over large parts of Frontier Space. In turn, he had agreed to return to his queen to convince her to stop the Palacian Fomorian Brigade and their experiments with the xenovirus.

      It might not have ended the war, but it would have allowed us to focus on the greater enemy, he was thinking.

      “Indeed. No mention on the Palacian public channels of the duke-general’s arrest. In fact, it seems that all reference to him even visiting Arcadia has been wiped from their databases,” Colonel Forrest was saying. She then made a few quick gestures in the air between them to pull up a stationary image.

      “This is the man who arrested him. Lord Vareilla,” Forrest said. The image showed a thin, ascetic man with short-cropped sides and a sprouting top of auburn-gold hair.

      He had the look of someone mean, Carl thought—even though he knew that was judgmental. There was something about the squint of the image’s eyes, the scowl, and the thin lips that made Carl think of arrogance and contempt.

      “He’s a part of a group in Palacian society called the New Lords,” the colonel went on. “As you know, the Palacian form of government is essentially a monarchical tyranny. The ruling family, currently headed by the young Queen Maya Oceanus, controls every aspect of society. Every colony world of the Palacian’s seventeen systems is run by a relative of the queen, and every person in a senior position across civil, military, and religious societies is also, in some way, related to her.”

      “Sounds positively prehistoric,” grumbled the smallest of the Pillarmen team, Specialist Mendiata with her fiery red hair and dark eyes. She was also one of the few people that Carl thought could probably go toe-to-toe with a WarDog or an Exalted and come out the other side of it—she was that fierce.

      “Well, that, along with many other reasons, is why the UTA has always been opposed to the Palacians,” Forrest said.

      Not just the fact that they ran off to the furthest reaches of the galaxy with half of our wealth and armed forces at the time, Carl thought. He had been young when the First Alliance-Palacian War had broken out—young and stupid, but still old enough to enlist.

      Back then, he had been patriotic. He was much less so now, after seeing how his old unit, the WarDogs, had been hounded by their own side after almost winning the war for them.

      “What made Greer’s testimonial so powerful to us is that he is the great uncle to the queen herself,” the colonel was saying. “We believed that he would be able to influence one so close to him, make her see the threat that the xenovirus poses.”

      “Well, he clearly didn’t,” said the last member of their team, Lieutenant Abrams. He was the superior officer and also one of the largest soldiers that Carl had spent time around. In every way, tone of voice, shape, and outlook on life, he was a brick. At first, Carl had sensed a certain wariness, even animosity coming towards him from the lieutenant, when he had first joined the Pillarmen.

      Perhaps the lieutenant had spent so long hunting soldiers like himself, Carl was thinking, that Abrams couldn’t believe anything past the “slavering lunatic” stereotype that got thrown at the WarDogs so often.

      And would I have been wrong to believe that? The errant question flickered through Carl’s mind. He remembered what had happened earlier this morning. He had been hit by the rush of feral and alien anger and rage once more. It was getting harder to deny now, the more that the xenovirus spread across space.

      “No, he didn’t,” Forrest was continuing her mission brief. “Greer represents the old guard of Palacian politics. The old way of doing things—whereas the New Lords are a relatively new subset of Palacian nobles who have managed to either marry in or be awarded their noble titles.”

      Hmm. Interesting, Carl was thinking. Wasn’t it a good thing if there was more access to the higher echelons of society? Didn’t that make it fairer?

      “These New Lords bring with them a whole new way of looking at things. Whereas the older nobles were happy to paint Palace as a sort of glorious refuge for humanity,” the colonel made a face, “these New Lords are expansionist. They often champion the build of more habitats in nonaligned Frontier Space or the use of new technologies. They’re wealthy, too, with many of their number making their money in resource extraction.”

      “So, why does this Vareilla have it in for Greer?” Carl cleared his throat to ask. “And what does that mean for us?”

      “Well,” the colonel flickered her hands for the holograms that hung in the air to change once again. This time, the image showed a glossy, promotional, sunny shot of the Queen’s Capital Building on Arcadia. There was a series of interconnected halls and buildings—made of real stone—with domes and glittering, pastel-glass ceilings. Around it sat sculpted lawns and shrubs, and one side edged a woody, craggy outcrop of wilds.

      “These buildings here, to the east of Queen Oceanus’ Capital Buildings, were commissioned by Lord Vareilla himself when he was appointed as personal chancellor to the queen.”

      “Something that would have royally annoyed the old guard and Greer, too, I bet?” Mendiata said. “If you pardon the pun.”

      “Indeed.” Forrest nodded. “What is more, Vareilla is a relative unknown. He was prominent in big tech on Arcadia but had no service history or military record. However, he was awarded the chancellorship and appears to now be garnering more and more support to his cohort.”

      The colonel waved and the image of the capital building suddenly zoomed into a side wing of the royal palace, fitted with stone and gleaming steel plates.

      “If Vareilla arrested Greer and is keeping his position hidden from the rest of Arcadian royal society, then our best guess is that he is here, in Vareilla’s personal laboratories and rooms. What we do know is that this Lord Vareilla was instrumental behind the creation of the Fomorian Brigade.”

      What!? Carl spluttered. “Uh, excuse me!? Isn’t it obvious then? The Fomorians are entirely linked to the xenovirus! Like the WarDogs, that alien gunk was pumped into them to create what they are! The virus controls them!”

      “Easy, Corporal,” Forrest said. “We all know the story of the Fomorians. It seems that Vareilla was aware of what the duke-general was going to say and arrested him before he could speak to the queen. It’s a power play. Vareilla wants the new Palacian military to be xeno-based, and Greer is warning them off it. At least, that is what we can hope is happening.”

      “Hope?” Abrams beetled his brows.

      It was the colonel’s turn to take a deep breath and sigh it out steadily. “Yes, hope. No one has seen Queen Maya for approximately five weeks. While that isn’t unusual in a time of war, we’re not seeing any chatter on the secure Palacian channels that we’ve managed to infiltrate either. That means . . .”

      “We could be looking at a full coup by Vareilla,” Carl whispered in horror. “And that would mean that he would make more Fomorians. Which would give more power to the xenovirus.”

      “All of Arcadia could be taken over.” Forrest nodded. “So, what we will be doing is a mission unlike anything that I have asked of you—and I warn you, we have one shot at success.”

      “That is what we do best, sir,” Abrams said with a grunt as everyone snapped to attention.

      Why do I always end up in units like this? Carl thought. First it was the Infantry Recon, then the WarDogs, now the Pillarmen. Always in units who were asked to do the thing that no one else would do.

      Carl was aware that there was some sort of personal lesson in that question, but he shied away from asking it directly.

      “We cannot let Vareilla control the Palacian military,” the colonel said. “And we can strike at this critical time when there is clearly a power struggle between the old guard and the New Lords.”

      Okay . . . Carl felt his heart thump with tension.

      “I am going to ask you to make an infiltration of Palacian space straight to the homeworld of Arcadia itself—and kidnap Queen Maya Oceanus.”

      There was stunned silence for a long moment from the rest of the room as each of the Pillarmen tried to digest what they had just been told.

      “To . . . kidnap the Queen of Palace!?” Mendiata let out a low whistle. “You don’t dream small, do you, colonel?”

      Forrest smiled grimly, the sort of smile that a wolverine might give before it attacked.

      “No, we definitely do not, Specialist,” the colonel stated. “If we manage to capture Queen Oceanus, then we are confident that the old guard royals will surrender, leaving the New Lords isolated. What is more, we can show her the danger that the xenovirus and the New Lords and their Fomorians present directly.”

      “The war would be over. And we can concentrate our efforts on the xenovirus.” The colonel flickered a hand, now showing a familiar site to everyone in the room—a map of the nonaligned Frontier systems between the two sides with dots for the major colony worlds.

      All told, there were over sixty Frontier systems between the United Terran Alliance and the Palacians.

      And almost a third of it was overlaid with a warning orange graphic.

      “What is that!?” Mendiata said. “Please don’t tell me that is the Palacian control.”

      No, that would be bad enough. Carl realized the danger. If the Palacians controlled that much of the Frontier already, then they effectively had a direct attack route to Terran systems.

      “No, that is not the Palacians,” Forrest stated and took a deep breath before continuing. “What you are looking at here is the spread of the xenovirus. These are all of the systems where there are reported viral outbreaks, including megastructures and autonomous zones.”

      Autonomous zones. Carl cringed. What that meant was drifts of entire alien vegetation, like a cross between fungus and jellyfish, that were somehow creating their own web of environments, their own buildings, their own strange, glowing structures which the Fomorians could plug directly into.

      “Indeed. That is the danger that we already face,” Forrest said. “And with most of our forces concentrating on countering the Palacian threat, we haven’t even begun to move against the xenovirus at all.”

      Carl nodded. That was it. That, right there, was the reason why the colonel and the senior brass were willing to make such a dicey move.

      Because if we don’t stop the war now . . . Carl looked at the slowly expanding orange wave.

      Then we’ll all be engulfed by the virus.
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      Chancellor’s Buildings, Arcadia, Palacian Space

      

      Traitor. Criminal. Heretic!

      The words of anger that woke Duke-General Greer were not aimed at himself, but rather, reserved for the man who had put him in this place. The aging duke knew full well what was likely being said about him and what lies Lord Vareilla must be trying to spread—but he knew that his soul stood strong.

      Everything I do, I do for Palace, the man thought as he cracked open his tired eyes to look once again at the bare metal walls of his cell. It was cramped and small, located somewhere in the belly of the royal buildings, the duke-general was sure of it. A bare strip of neon light was implanted in the ceiling, but occasionally it would flicker dully.

      This wasn’t any room that Greer recognized, of that he was sure. And he had spent enough decades in and out of the royal buildings of Arcadia, either attending and counseling the old queen or watching the new one, to feel confident that he knew every room in this entire place. He knew the defenses and the secret escape passageways. He knew the guard rotations and the contingency plans.

      So why had he never seen this suite of rooms—dungeons—before?

      He sat on the floor with his legs splayed out before him, his ankles magnet-locked into clamps that disappeared into the cold metal floor. His wrists were similarly locked together in handcuffs, but at least to each other and not to the floor itself.

      From the looks of it, he wasn’t the only one who had been the guest of this unknown place, and the floor bore scuffs and even scratch marks. There were gruesome but unidentifiable stains on the floor a little way off.

      These are Vareilla’s personal cells, Greer thought with utter contempt. A dull rage was starting to burn in him. Not just at being imprisoned. Not just at being humiliated. It was at being taken away from his grandniece, Queen Maya.

      “Why was I so blind?!” the duke-general hissed to no one but himself. Why hadn’t he seen the threat that Vareilla was? How could the New Lord have managed to build this place and keep it off the books so that even he, one of the active leaders of the queen’s military, didn’t know it existed!?

      He was in the Chancellor’s Buildings; Greer was certain of it. Which only added to his sense of frustration. Why did he have no idea what actually went on in here?

      But he was about to find out.

      A sudden blink of flashing orange light over the door flared in his eyes, followed by a sharp chime as the door hissed open. Greer was looking at the metal-and-flesh visage of one of the Fomorian Brigade, who stood and stared at him. Completely silently. Completely dispassionately.

      If you can ever call someone leveling a pulse blaster straight at your chest dispassionate, Greer had to confess.

      “Are you just going to stand there, or are you going to shoot me?” Greer glared at the cybernetic, standing automaton.

      The Fomorian didn’t say anything in response, but there was another blip from the floor, and abruptly, the bracelets holding Greer’s ankles fell open.

      One Fomorian. Stronger and faster than me. Greer’s eyes were already appraising his foe, trying to think of any way that he could overcome them.

      Take the gun. Shoot my way out. But then he would have to fight his way out. His security codes would probably not work in the Chancellor’s Buildings. If he could fight his way clear to the main Royal Apartments, then there was a chance that he could get to one of the access tunnels and then perhaps make it to a smuggler network he knew.

      His fantasies of escape escalated, then they crashed just as quickly.

      Maya.

      He couldn’t leave her. Not trapped in here, in the palace somewhere, with no one to protect her from Vareilla.

      The Fomorian made a small move, a gesture with their blaster and a small forward twitch into the room. Greer knew that he was starting to push their patience.

      Do these things have patience? Do they have the same feelings that any other human soldier does?

      For a moment, Greer looked at the thing’s metal skullcap and the holes for eyes—and wondered just what was going on under the surface. Was there even a person still back there somewhere? Or was he looking at the lines of code that Lord Vareilla programmed into their DNA? Or worse—was the intelligence of the xenovirus itself looking back at him, calculating, waiting to pounce?

      “Okay, I get it,” the duke-general stated. Slowly and with a myriad of small aches and twinges, he struggled to his feet. It was difficult with his hands still cuffed as they were.

      I have to find Maya. Get her out of this hellhole, he was thinking as he watched the Fomorian step back, revealing that there was yet another Fomorian on the other side of the door, similarly with their blaster raised and pointed at him.

      Buy my time, wait for an opportunity . . . the duke-general was thinking as he nodded, keeping his head low but his eyes peeled on the two soldiers as he stepped out between them. He didn’t know how he was going to escape nor how he was going to save his grandniece—but he knew that he had to.

      He had to stay alive, Greer knew. The longer that he was alive, the more opportunities he would have.

      “Duke-General! So glad you accepted my invitation!” called a voice that was both familiar and utterly contemptible. Lord Vareilla appeared behind the leading Fomorian, a tiny figure compared to such a monster.

      Greer snarled through gritted teeth but managed to resist the urge to throw himself at the Fomorian and the New Lord behind them. It would only result in him getting shot, after all. And dying down here, when no one knew where he was, would not help Queen Maya Oceanus at all.

      “Come with me!” Vareilla said. He abruptly turned on his heels to stalk down the thin metal corridor, once again disappearing and reappearing ahead of the hulking Fomorian guard that led the duke-general.

      “Where are we going!?” Greer demanded. “As soon as the queen finds out that you detained me, your time will be over!”

      “Oh, my dear Duke-General,” Lord Vareilla said with a laugh. “You really don’t understand at all, do you? It was the queen who authorized your capture!”

      “What!?” Greer snapped. It was impossible. His grandniece would never take the advice of a man like Vareilla over himself. Greer had known her since she was a child! A babe, even!

      They marched down the long, narrow metal corridor at a fast pace, and they passed other such cell doors on their left, the duke-general noted. They came up to a long plate glass window on their right. He wondered if he would be quick and strong enough to break the plate glass.

      “Oh yes, as soon as I explained that you were working for the Terrans, it appeared that she was more than happy to hand you over into my care!”

      “I am not working for the Terrans!” Greer managed to hiss, but he was cut off by scornful laughter from the New Lord.

      I’m not working for them! They showed me the danger of the xenovirus, that’s all! He wanted to shout but knew that it would do no good. Vareilla was, after all, the man behind the Fomorians. He was the one who weaponized the xenovirus in the first place.

      “You can protest, Duke-General, but at the end of the day, it really doesn’t matter what you were doing.” Vareilla stopped and turned. The Fomorians followed suit so abruptly that Greer almost banged into the back of one of them.

      They were standing before the darkened plate glass, and it revealed nothing.

      “You see, you have always been an obstacle in the way of the future, Duke-General,” Vareilla said with a satisfied sigh, raising a hand to gesture at the glass. Greer could see its muted colors starting to shift and lighten. There were shadows behind the glass that were becoming clearer, the hazy outline of the room on the other side.

      What is it!? Greer thought. Why is he showing me this!? He squinted at the shapes as they became clearer. He could make out humps and shapes—tables? Cabinets? People?

      “Even if it wasn’t for your direct opposition to me,” Vareilla stated, “you would still have to be removed. I would expect a man with your experience to realize that this is nothing personal.”

      Liar, Greer thought. Lord Vareilla seemed to be the sort of person for which everything was personal.

      “The fact of the matter is, Duke-General,” Vareilla was saying as the shaded window started to lighten, displaying shifting colors of green and orange, bone-white, and sickening mustard yellows.

      Greer’s gut reacted even before the rest of him did. It knew that what he was looking at was something terrible, predatory, and not of this planet.

      “The xenovirus!” Greer whispered in horror. “You brought it here!? To Arcadia!? To the queen’s residence!?”

      “Well, I have to find some way to further the development of my Fomorians, don’t I?” Vareilla suggested almost coyly and with a note of intense pride in the horror that he was producing.

      But Greer was hardly listening. He was staring at what was coming into light right before him. It appeared to be a long, underground hall—and it was filled with something that Greer had never expected to see here on Arcadia.

      It was indeed the xenovirus. And it was right here. Greer could see the strange, almost metallic, scaled “struts” that formed like tendons or bones, stretching across the space from floor to ceiling as the alien, intelligent virus created its own structures and environment. There was no hint of the natural walls left in the space. Everything was covered with thick layers of green-and-yellow webbing like moss or scales, frilling and ridging over everything.

      There was movement to the side, and Greer could make out that there were figures inside that space. More of the Fomorians, still wearing their implanted metal-scale armor and somehow not appearing out of place at all. They moved around the habitat, appearing to tend nests of these pillars.

      Not pillars. Greer’s eyes suddenly realized what he was looking at. It was people, encased in drapes of the fungal-virus body as if they were being eaten alive. Dark, twisted roots and vines of the same metallic structures were wrapped around the figures’ legs and arms—but Greer could see that they were definitely people behind the covering.

      “What—what are you doing to them!?” Greer watched in horror as the Fomorians moved amidst the forest of the entwined, as if tending the captives.

      “Well, one of the marvels of the xenovirus is that it does not require energy in the same way that our technology does. Not in the way that you or I might understand, anyway,” the New Lord said. “You see, it is quite capable of feeding on the energy of living beings. It subsumes them, integrates them into its living field, and uses their energy to further itself. Quite remarkable, really!”

      What!? Greer couldn’t quite believe what he was hearing. In there, beyond that glass in that room, there were fellow Palacians—probably the guards that Vareilla had seized—and he was using them to power his experiment.

      “Let them go. Now, Lord Vareilla!” the duke-general said with a deep growl, raising his fists to bang them on the plate glass before him.

      “Oh, that is quite impossible once they have been integrated.” The New Lord appeared completely undisturbed by the rage that Greer was presenting.

      “It is a small price to pay for such a technological advantage though—and wouldn’t you agree that every human society has always had an excess of population to do something with? The criminals, for instance—why pay for their incarceration or risk their sabotage in work programs when we could just as easily get them to contribute in some other way?”

      “Damn you, Vareilla!” Greer said, suddenly turning. Unable to stop himself, he lunged at the New Lord, his manacled fists raised.

      Or at least, that was what he intended to do. Instead, he didn’t even move forward a foot, as a metal, part flesh, and part mechanoid fist landed on his shoulder and clamped down tightly.

      “Urgh!”

      He was unable to move, and he felt the crunch of his already broken collar bone as the Fomorian behind him held the large duke-general as easily as if they were holding a puppy.

      “Grargh!” Greer emitted a roar, half turning where he stood. He lashed out with a boot to try and catch at the knees of the Fomorian behind him, hoping to trip them up and send them flying.

      His foot connected, but all it did was erupt in pain as it cracked, and he felt a pop of something important inside of his foot as bones broke.

      “Stars damn it!” Greer struggled. He tried to fight off the grip of the mutant, alien cyborg—but he couldn’t. The creature wasn’t only aided with alien DNA, its muscles and tendons and strength were also aided by mechanics and robotics. Every time that Greer struggled, the grip just got tighter, and he felt the crunch of more of his own bones and flesh.

      “Damn it! Damn you!” Greer cried out, trying to bellow, at least, before the Fomorian casually pressed him to the plate glass so firmly that it felt like he was a bug being squashed by a vehicle.

      “Hgnhh!” Greer managed to snarl as he tried to breathe.

      “Easy. Hold him there,” Vareilla said calmly, for the pressure on Greer’s head to suddenly stop.

      “There. I need him to see,” Vareilla said. Greer found his aching body pulled back and himself turned so that he could stare through the glass.

      At where there was a red glow starting to appear on one side of the room. A red glow that emanated from some tall white-and-red pillar.

      Something hit Greer. Or rather, hit his mind. He had never experienced anything like it before, like a wave of menace or the uncanny feeling you have when you find yourself staring straight into the eyes of another being who is staring straight at you.

      “What . . . what is that!?” the duke-general managed to gasp.

      “It’s called a Speaker,” Vareilla said in awe, stepping up to the glass to regard the vaguely pillar mushroom-shaped thing in the heart of the room.

      “They are generated when there is sufficient density of xenovirus material. They are like the mouth pieces of the intelligence,” Vareilla was whispering.

      “The mouthpieces of the . . . !?” Greer couldn’t believe what he was hearing. These strange mushroom things could speak? They could transmit the will of the alien virus itself?

      “They lead the others, my Fomorians, you see,” Vareilla said proudly. “And it is exultant that I created them. It wants to work with me. To help integrate Arcadia, and after that, help all Palacians.”

      “You’re insane!” Greer coughed in horror. What Vareilla was proposing was nothing short of a full infection of the homeworld. Of all Palacian space.

      “Oh, they’ve done it before, and they’ll do it again—but I have managed to convince it that we are better as partners, not as . . . nutrients,” Vareilla said in awe. “Just imagine it! Imagine what we can achieve together! I’ve already had the virus installed on the fleet ships.”

      “No, no, you fool!” Greer was almost shouting. The fleet ships of Palace were their pride and joy. They were one of the reasons why the UTA hadn’t managed to defeat them in almost a generation!

      “And when the virus has them, what will stop the virus from turning them into their own habitats!?” the duke-general shouted.

      “Oh, my dear Duke-General. You are just too behind the times, you see? You don’t know what is coming,” Vareilla was saying. He waved a hand for Greer to be pulled violently backwards by the Fomorian and dragged back towards his cell.

      “This is the next stage of evolution, you see? I will help shepherd all of Palace into the future! All of humanity!”

      His voice rang after Greer down the cramped and cold metal corridor, and it sounded like a promise of doom.
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      Frontier Space, System 3

      

      “We’re approaching the target. Prepare for launch.” The words of Colonel Forrest appeared over a small image of the one-eyed colonel in the upper right-hand corner of Carl’s HUD (heads-up display) as it was broadcast to the entire Pillarman Team One.

      Carl, along with Lieutenant Abrams and Specialist Mendiata, sat in the main crew compartment of their attack craft the UTA Phoenix, safely stowed in the hanger bay of the UTA Abelard.

      The Phoenix was just one of several such Pillarmen attack craft, but theirs was the only one cleared for launch by the colonel.

      “Ready to go, sir!” called out Specialist Tucker from the cockpit as Carl and the others ran through the last of their security checks.

      
        
        Exalted Pillarman Suit: Tactical Encounter Suit:

        User: (Cpl) SEBASTIAN, C

      

        

      
        Armor: Multi-layered plate w/ shock absorption, internal shock-distribution system. Strength-assist servo-mechanism.

        Defense: Heavy Tactical Rifle (Marine Standard), Tactical Knife, Sidearm.

        Modules: (Exalted WarDog mod) Combat Claws, Internal Stims Unit.

      

      

      His suit was good. The unique structure, designed specifically for someone with his abilities, fit like a glove. It was like a second skin now, after almost a year of using it. Its motorized joints and body sensors seemed able to detect his intentions even before he moved, aiding his body in a thousand different ways. Its multiple layers of outer plate could deflect most regular sidearms, and it was effectively heat and cold resistant. Even if they were suddenly ejected into space, each suit had an oxygen supply of an hour and a half.

      Beside him, Specialist Mendiata had a similar suit, but it was smaller and without the snarling, wolfish mask that identified Carl as one of the Exalted. Her suit was pure matte black, as was the lieutenant’s, with a single gold floret on the shoulder to indicate his rank. They were strapped into the main crew hold of the Phoenix—itself little more than a series of rocket thrusters and guns, all tied together in a vaguely hornet-like shape.

      “Pillarman One, you are clear for launch. Repeat: you are clear to approach target,” the words of the colonel sounded in their heads-up display. Carl seized onto the webbing straps that held him to the seat, anticipating the shock of movement.

      Outside, the two large metal clamps that held onto the Phoenix extended, pulling the craft through the Abelard’s hangar space until it deposited them in one of the firing tubes, before the loading clamps disappeared into the ceiling above. Carl heard the quick, muttered three-second countdown of Specialist Tucker before he hit the thrusters, and then, with a kick to the chest . . .

      The Phoenix was surging forward, flinging itself from the belly of the larger warship Abelard and outside, into the blanket of stars.

      To find that they were not alone.

      
        
        Phoenix Local Scanners identifying . . .

        // Forward Attack Group (RED)

      

      

      Ahead of them, there was a massive half-ring structure, metallic and vast. Larger even than the Abelard, and larger even than many of the largest troop carriers that Carl had seen. He whispered in awe as he watched the sensor relay images from the Phoenix to his suit.

      “It’s not small, is it?” Mendiata joked, but Lieutenant Abrams remained stonily silent.

      “The slingshot will throw us much faster than our own jump drives ever could,” the lieutenant announced, explaining the relatively new technology.

      “Using it will mean that we can cross most of Frontier Space in record time, giving the Palacians far less time to detect and track us before we enter their space,” Abrams said.

      Good, Carl thought. He was used to storm charges and invasions. That was exactly what the old WarDog team had been designed for, after all—as position breakers, first in, and most savage. He knew that they would have to get as close as possible to Arcadia to arrive—hopefully with stealth—before any alerts or alarms were triggered. If they were detected before then, if any stray or passing Palacian scout ship registered their direction and intent—then their mission would be over.

      But the Abelard and the Phoenix weren’t the only vessels around the UTA slingshot device. Apart from the Pillarman mother ship and its dangerous offspring, there was also a cloud of other UTA craft, loosely formed into attack groups and logistics convoys.

      There were warships of a similar size to the Abelard but not with the threatening matte black color. Instead, they were the gunmetal gray and blue of the more traditional UTA colors. They looked like pointed bricks, bristling with canons and pulse rifles while the Special Ops Abelard was much more discreet about its violent capabilities.

      Around these regular warships buzzed a host of smaller dropships and attack ships of the UTA, all in the same grays and blues. They displayed a variety of shapes, from the more traditional winged attack wedge to the pot-bellied transport with its multiple flight decks that covered every cardinal direction. Smaller drifts of satellites and drones moved between the different attack groups as they eddied slightly in the vacuum, adjusting their positions as they awaited patiently.

      “You have priority on the slingshot,” the words of Colonel Forrest once again sounded, “and then the rest of the Red Attack group.”

      “What!?” Carl muttered. “I thought our mission was supposed to be a secret?” How were they ever going to keep their infiltration of Arcadia a secret if they were arriving at the head of a forty-craft-strong attack group?

      “The slingshot has been preprogrammed to change destination and velocity between the first and the second jump,” Forrest went on to explain.

      “We are launching a major offensive against Palacian-held Frontier Space and are going to use it as a cover for your mission,” Forrest said, her voice still clear despite the fact that her image glitched and was cut through with static.

      “You’ll be dispatched to Frontier System 28, the nearest we can get you, I’m afraid, where you’ll be rendezvousing with who can take you in . . .”

      
        
        WARNING!

      

      

      Suddenly, before Colonel Forrest could finish what she was saying, there was a flare of warning lights over Carl’s HUD, broadcast from the Phoenix itself.

      “Specialist Tucker! What is that!?” Abrams was the first to answer while Carl toggled between the view on his suit’s HUD to the external ship sensors of the Phoenix.

      “I don’t know, Lieutenant—I’m picking up enemy signals,” Tucker was saying.

      
        
        ALERT! Enemy targets registered . . .

      

      

      There were sparks and flashes of light appearing in the space past the UTA slingshot device, glittering across the blanket of night like a series of fireworks.

      “Incoming,” Carl whispered, suddenly thrown back in time to years ago, almost a decade ago when he saw similar explosions of lights. Back then, they were glittering over the dome of a planet.

      Invasion, Carl knew. He remembered the exact feeling that he was having right now, a feeling almost of awe at the display of colors breaking open the darkness—and then the crushing horror as he realized what he was looking at, and those bright fires turned into shooting, strafing missiles and plasma bolts.

      
        
        WARNING! Enemy weapon systems detected . . .

      

      

      “Pillarmen Team One! Get moving!” Forrest managed to call out, just as Carl could see the bursts of light stretch, spray, and dissipate across the external scanners.

      To be replaced with the sudden appearance of Palacian ships, but Palacian ships that were unlike anything that Carl had ever seen before.

      There were at least twelve—no fourteen, sixteen, more—of them, and their general form was that of Palacian heavy fighters: twin-hulled, large yacht-type craft with static splayed wings on either side. Each hull was already firing as they screamed forward.

      But there was something wrong with the enemy craft. Even Carl could see this through the external sensors of the Phoenix.

      They weren’t the usual silver, gold, and gray colors of Palacian ships. Their edges were not sharply defined but instead seemed frilled and . . . feathered!?

      They were covered with xenovirus, Carl realized. Their usual metal hulls had been entirely replaced by the metal-like lichens that the xenovirus created. It gave a textured, almost bark-like appearance to each ship. Instead of portholes, Carl thought he could see domes of lighter material held in place and connecting to each other through thick tentacles of darker viral roots.

      “They’re firing!” Tucker was calling. The sensor images from the outside of the Phoenix showed the strange domes on the xeno-Palacian ships petal open as they burst with whips of plasma and flame, unleashing startlingly fast missiles into the night.

      “Evasive action,” their pilot-specialist announced as he threw the pilot’s flight handles first to one side and then the other.

      The Phoenix reacted, a kick to its thrusters spinning it to one side before it threw itself downwards, flaring its thrusters again to send it shooting down underneath the mass of the UTA battle group Red.

      The Red battle group was, unlike the special ops ship, much slower to respond.

      The strange missiles, built by human Palacian hands but infected and enhanced by the xenovirus, spun as they flew forwards, crossing half the distance between their ships and the UTA crafts in the blink of an eye. Bright-purple plasma fire flared from behind them.

      And then, strangely, they unfurled wings of dark, textured material. It sent the missiles into crazy directions, shooting around and over the barrage fire that some of the Red group had managed to fire off at them.

      “Frack!” Carl heard Mendiata shout. He realized that she must have been watching the external sensor screens as well.

      The rest of the missiles struck home in the body of the UTA Red group and burst open into bloody, flaring plasma flowers. Carl saw great domes of brilliant white expanding around the hulls of the larger UTA warships.

      Carl was watching the screen in sudden snapshots and frames. Everything was happening too fast for even the highly advanced sensors of the Phoenix to keep up with. The Phoenix was turning as it inscribed a bright curve with its flaming thrusters under the battle group. Above them, entire UTA warships were shuddering and rolling to one side, taking out smaller attack vessels as they rolled, crashing into cruisers.

      It was mayhem and chaos, and Tucker was dragging them away from it as fast as he could.

      “Colonel Forrest! Repeat—Colonel Forrest, over!” Abrams was saying, urgently tapping the communicator button on his wrist as he tried to get in touch with the Abelard.

      No. “Is she . . . ?” Carl hissed, turning around and peering up to try and get a picture of what had happened to their mother ship.

      He saw it—distantly, just a small sliver of a dark shadow against the night. The Pillarman mother ship hadn’t joined the rest of the battle group yet, and so it wasn’t directly in the line of fire of the xenoviral Palacian craft.

      “She’s good!” Tucker confirmed, “but I can’t get a hold on her. The Palacians—or whatever those things are—they must be jamming our signals somehow.”

      “Jamming!?” Abrams burst out. “But we’re the special ops!”

      Carl gathered immediately that such a thing had never happened before. But then again, there had never been ships like this before either.

      “Our last orders are still in place, sir,” Tucker hissed sternly as he brought the Phoenix around in a spiral, far under the Red battle group—which was now starting to split apart and break up, in response to the threat.

      “The slingshot device is operational, and it holds our coordinates for the first jump, right?” Tucker said.

      “We can’t leave the others!” Abrams countermanded him with a snarl. “This is an active threat situation. And we’re not going to run away while good UTA soldiers and marines are dying!”

      “But Lieutenant—the mission!” Carl managed to hiss, even as he saw Specialist Mendiata opposite him grin in savage agreement to Abrams’ plan.

      “If we can do it. If we can get to Arcadia and take control of the Palacian queen . . .” Carl was pointing out.

      “Then would any of this really stop!?” Abrams growled back. “Think, Corporal! Those ships look just as under the control of the xenovirus as they are the Palacians! Is Queen Maya even going to be able to stop them?”

      The man had a point, Carl figured—but there was an entire UTA battle group up there. What good could they do in their much smaller craft?

      Carl’s answer came to him much sooner than he expected when the nearest of the UTA attack fighters suddenly blistered into a ball of burning white plasma, flinging fragments ahead of it in a wave, and the nearest of the Palacian xeno-fighters attacked them.
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      The Phoenix spun to one side, Tucker once again kicking the thrusters so that they shot out and down from the main battle.

      
        
        WARNING! Enemy weapons detected!

      

      

      But the security alerts from the Phoenix’s main computers were spamming all of the crew of the craft, and Carl knew that they hadn’t lost the xeno-Palacian craft racing up behind them.

      The thing must be fast. Very fast, Carl thought. He gripped onto the webbing straps and searched for a way that he could help.

      “Does this thing have gunnery positions? Side guns!?” he was shouting. Lieutenant Abrams was already on the move, slapping the catch release on his own security straps to release the webbing and throw himself violently forward.

      “Yes! To the left—straight ahead!” Abrams was shouting, as he instead moved to the right, around the chairs, and to where there was an open porthole into a smaller, cabinet-sized space.

      “You have railguns out there, one on each side!” Abrams was shouting. Carl hit his own webbing release as the Phoenix shifted and rocked from one side to the other while the specialist piloting her tried to shake off the weapons lock.

      
        
        ALERT!

      

      

      Tucker failed. Just as Carl got to the small cabinet room behind the main crew hold, stumbling inside to find it contained one flight chair and a pair of overhead firing handles—the specialist roared.

      “BRACE!”

      Carl felt his WarDog senses sharpen in that moment. His heart hammered, and his breathing came sharp and rapid. He threw himself over the chair, grabbing the straps that were meant to go over his shoulders as he hit the other side.

      
        
        WARNING!

      

      

      The Phoenix shuddered, and there was a sound like they were being hit by some giant hammer. The noise was so loud and deafening, it was almost white noise. Carl felt it like a tremor that ran through his gut at first, and only then did his ears register that they had heard anything at all.

      The noise smashed into him, not as powerfully as if he hadn’t jumped on the other side of the chair, but suddenly the entire small room was shaking and shuddering, an explosion of sparks raining down from the ceiling.

      “Specialist Tucker!” Carl heard Abrams shouting. “Damage report!”

      Carl shook his head, noticing first that the external wall of this small gunner’s room was made entirely of triple plate glass. It was a dome that was laced with supporting iron beams, punctured by the railgun underneath it that pointed out onto space.

      A space that was fast spinning, Carl saw.

      The gunner’s dome was designed so that the shooter in control of the railgun could clearly see what they were shooting at. Presumably it would have been overlaid with holo information as well, Carl thought. Right now, however, the screens and the room were quiet—and outside, he caught a glimpse of the battle site.

      It was utter chaos. The UTA Red battle group had almost entirely broken apart, although three smaller attack wings were struggling to reform on either side of the twisted mess of shrapnel and debris.

      There were still explosions going on, and Carl saw the flare of purple and crimson, the telltale sign of the xeno-Palacian craft. They darted through the middle of the battle, spinning and curving as they did so.

      At least three or four of the UTA warships had been completely destroyed, the Exalted WarDog guessed. He could make out the suggestions of a prow, a wing, a nose cone . . . It was hard to tell the exact components of each particular ship, but he reckoned that if anyone managed to piece them back together, then they would probably have at least three.

      There were smaller, less easily identifiable bits of space junk there, too, and while Carl hoped that it had come from a Palacian vessel—he wasn’t seeing much evidence of that.

      How could they have been devastated so quickly!? Carl was thinking in horror. Lines of streaming barrage—bright bolts of plasma—shot out and across the sight as one or more of the UTA warships started to fire back at the xeno-Palacians.

      Carl’s answer came when he saw how the bizarre, alien-infected Palacian vessels moved. He watched one streak straight across the battlefield, as fast as the Phoenix was, easily, but perhaps twice the size. It spun and shook as it moved, giving it a crazed, unpredictable appearance.

      “Damage report! Mendiata!” Abrams shouted, and his rough bellows slammed Carl back into reality. He jumped into the gunner’s chair, seized the webbing straps, and pulled the firing handles down from above.

      “How hard can it be?” Carl whispered to himself. The instrumentation started to flicker into life. He didn’t remember ever having fired a plasma-charged railgun before, but really—it would just be point and shoot, right?

      Or that was what he told himself anyway. There were lights glittering into existence in thin air before him as the holo controls woke up. He pulled the gun down to find that a flaring red vector V appeared right before his eyes and immediately tracked to the nearest of the visible xeno-Palacian craft.

      “Outer hull is damaged—I can fix it!”

      He could hear Mendiata shouting as the Phoenix spun and turned, but Carl’s training told him to concentrate on what was at hand. If the ship was about to blow up, then there really wasn’t anything that he could do about it, was there?

      I’d rather not know, he told himself. The battle site above him flared away as the Phoenix spun, and his targeting triangle tracked down underneath him on the floor before it finally disappeared.

      They’re behind us, Carl figured. That wasn’t exactly good either.

      “BRACE!” The shouted words of Specialist Tucker sounded through Carl’s helmet before the Phoenix twitched to one side. Carl saw a flash of movement as a giant missile—taller than he was inside of his Exalted Pillarman encounter suit—flashed past his window, spinning as it went.

      Target! Carl thought, seizing up the firing pins and tracking after the missile. He saw it grow smaller ahead of them before it flared its leathery, weirdly flexible wings and amazingly, impossibly, turned back in a swoop towards them.

      
        
        Target acquired . . .

        Railgun active . . .

      

      

      The autocontrols synced with Carl’s suit’s HUD as he steadied the firing handles and fired. The gun was ergonomically designed, so that it transferred some of the shock back towards his own arms but not enough to judder his aim.

      But the twin-barreled railgun underneath the gunner’s dome suddenly spat. A barrage of flaming-white energy bolts flung forward, cutting through the distance between him and the oncoming missile.

      Pull up, Tucker, pull up! Carl managed to think, just before the Phoenix did indeed swerve upwards and to the right, as if Tucker could read his mind. Carl saw a glimpse of his barrage racing ahead, and then a brilliant purple-and-crimson flash that shook the outside of the dome as his bolts found the alien missile and destroyed it.

      “Good job, Sebastian!” He was rewarded with Abrams’ growl as the WarDog started to scan the view for any more of the enemy.

      Carl was about to say something about beginner’s luck but decided against it. It was better not to tempt fate, wasn’t it?

      “I’ve isolated the crew cabin breach. We’ve lost a lot of water, and reactor three is offline.” The words of Specialist Mendiata were tight and fierce when they came back, but Carl could tell that she was worried.

      I wish I knew more about ship mechanics to know if that is a bad thing, he considered. And then remembered that he really didn’t want to know. Could this craft function with low water and on two reactors? He had no idea.

      “On me!” Abrams snarled. Carl felt the slight vibration through the hull as, on the other side of him, the large lieutenant fired a matching barrage of plasma fire out into the night after one of the enemy.

      The Phoenix had stopped spinning, but Tucker was bringing them back in an arcing swoop towards the battle site, which had largely coalesced into two sides strafing past each other and using the wrecked and ruined ships as cover.

      “We’re not losing!” Carl heard himself say as soon as he saw that they had about the same number of UTA ships that he had seen before. He then instantly kicked himself for such a stupid statement.

      Whoops. Way to inspire morale, Sebastian, he thought.

      
        
        Hunger.

        Rage.

        Hurt.

      

      

      Just as a wave of something—alien—hit his mind.

      “Urgh!” he gasped, feeling the shadow of the xenovirus consciousness against his own, as palpable as if it were a heavy blanket, and feeling just as cloying, heavy, and impenetrable.

      It wasn’t the first time that Carl had felt the mind of the viral intelligence. He had even conversed with the Speakers on the distant monastery world, and he had used this alien sense to detect their presence when they were near.

      But now, it was stronger. Not so strong as when he was entirely surrounded by the xenovirus, but there was something about it that felt controlled. Laser focused.

      “It’s like when the Speakers were made,” Carl whispered. He swore that he could feel the icy reach of tentacles coiling through space towards him, and worse still—he could feel the returning reach of the cilia inside his own bloodstream.

      Yes, when the Speakers were made, Carl’s feral mind raced, that was when the alien consciousness suddenly sharpened, wasn’t it? When somehow it had gotten clearer, sharper, more accurate . . .

      And there was undoubtedly something going on with the xenovirus now. It had somehow completely melded with these Palacian ships to create a new, third thing: not alien and not human, but something else entirely.

      “Straight ahead! Carl—you’re up!” Abrams was shouting at him, and the WarDog shook his head to see what the big man was talking about.

      Specialist Tucker was taking them directly back towards the battle sight. Abrams had been right: there was a slowly rising target straight before them. One of the xeno-Palacian ships, slowly rising in the midst of the battle as barrage shots and shells strafed past in all directions, and it appeared entirely unfazed. It wasn’t even taking evasive action.

      “Carl! You have a clear shot!” Abrams was shouting.

      But something was catching in Carl’s mind about that one xeno-Palacian craft. There was something wrong about it. And he could sense it through the connection that his own DNA had to the xenovirus itself.
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      “Sebastian! Take the shot!”

      Lieutenant Abrams was shouting at him, but the words sounded small and far away to the corporal.

      His gaze was transfixed by the rising xeno-Palacian craft. He felt gripped by a fascination and a dread that he could not explain.

      
        
        Anger.

        Enemy.

        Prepare!

      

      

      The waves of alien feelings flooded Carl’s nervous system, instantly drying his mouth to dust and making his eyes ache. He could feel that the ship out there was about to do something. But—what!?

      “Corporal!”

      Abrams’ latest shout managed to cut through the waves of strange, alien psychic feelings, and Carl was back inside his body once again, staring at the xenoship. It nonchalantly rose through the midst of the battle, not even firing back at the shots that strafed past it.

      What is it doing!? Carl couldn’t understand. It wasn’t acting like anything that he knew about the xenovirus up to this point.

      The virus is predatory. Aggressive. If anything, Carl knew that it was exactly what made him into a WarDog—an urge to attack and to kill when it was roused. But this was different.

      He seized the firing pins and saw the flaring targeting triangle strafe up towards the waiting alien craft.

      And the skin of the xeno-Palacian warship glittered in response. It appeared to ripple as a wave of scintillating energy ran over it.

      Whatever it was, Carl didn’t like the look of it at all. He pulled the trigger and felt the recoil of the guns as he fired and then saw the flaring, burning balls of energy race forward across the drift of space, screaming towards their target. It was going to be a clear hit. There was no way that the xeno-Palacian fighter would be able to dodge, not at this speed.

      And it appeared as though the xeno-Palacian warship wasn’t making any attempt to avoid the danger either.

      But then there was another scintillating ripple that ran through the craft. This time, when it left, it did not leave the craft as it was before. A bright, greenish-yellow glow had materialized over the vessel in the seconds before Carl’s plasma bolts hit.

      And the glow lifted, turning into a gold-specked cloud. A cloud of golden filaments that surrounded and dispersed around the xeno-Palacian ship.

      Is that flack!? Carl thought at first, imagining it to be some sort of alien version of the disruption that a normal fighter could fire—spools and clouds of metal wire that would cause any missile to detonate before they hit the craft.

      But no, it wasn’t flack.

      
        
        Home.

        New home.

      

      

      Carl felt the rising possibility, even the optimism, pregnant in the xenovirus as it attempted to spread itself. It wasn’t any defensive measure, the WarDog realized with finality. He was looking at an offensive measure. He was looking at an entire cloud of alien spore, exactly like the smaller infected creatures would erupt into, scattering their infection far and wide.

      And then, in the next stop-motion instant, Carl’s barrage hit the xeno-Palacian warship, and it was engulfed in a flaring white orb.

      “Direct hit! You got them!” Abrams booming voice was ecstatic and congratulatory, but Carl was suffused with a feeling of dread.

      The Phoenix spun as Abrams and Tucker released another spray of shots against more of the xeno-Palacian ships. All of a sudden, the fight seemed to be easy.

      “They’re not defending themselves,” Carl could hear Tucker’s voice over the shared comms, sounding alarmed.

      Of course they’re not, Carl was thinking. This was a part of their plan, wasn’t it? He couldn’t quite say what the xeno-Palacians were up to, but a part of him knew that it wasn’t good.

      Their ship strafed and spun, and Carl heard the muttered snarls of victory as Abrams took out another of the enemy. At this rate, if the xeno-Palacians continued to do nothing, it wouldn’t be long before the battle entirely turned, and the UTA would win.

      “Wait—what is going on?” he heard Abrams call as the view of the battle site appeared in front of Carl once more.

      He could see the ruined UTA ships. And he could see the spinning debris scattering through the night. But he could also see that the explosions that had taken out the xeno-Palacian ships hadn’t managed to eradicate the expanding, golden clouds of xeno-spore as they drifted wider and wider around the blackened and ruined hulls that had been their home.

      Carl watched in horror as one of the smaller UTA fighter jets screamed past, right through the edge of a spore cloud.

      Instantly, all of the nearest filaments sprang towards it, landing on its hull in a flicker of movement that was spider quick.

      “It’s the infection,” Carl whispered.

      “What was that? Report, Corporal!” Abrams was saying.

      
        
        Warning! Xenovirus detected . . .

      

      

      The main ship alarms of the Phoenix sounded, and Carl realized that the expanding spore clouds now almost completely covered the battle site. There were entire UTA warships that had been covered in it.

      “That’s the spore!” Carl suddenly saw the enemy’s plan. Even if they couldn’t defeat the UTA with their mutant ships and weapons, each one would be a vector of the virus. They would use each ship to spread their deadly legacy further afield, even in their deaths.

      “Don’t let those spore clouds touch us!” Carl shouted. “Tell everyone to get out of there!”

      But even as Carl spoke, he could see the terrible effects taking place. One of the UTA warships that had been half covered with the golden filaments stuttered in its flight. Its engines went out as it spun to a juddering halt.

      “It’s way more infectious than ever before,” Carl whispered in horror. Usually, it would take hours after being directly exposed for the effects of the xenovirus to manifest, and after that, there would be hours if not days of slowly feeling the rage and the anger while the virus battled with your mind and eventually took you over. It covered your skin with its metal lichen, and it reconfigured your organs until only the virus remained. You became a walking, running, charging agent of mayhem and murder.

      Somehow, the xenovirus was also capable of infecting machines, as Carl and the others had discovered in their previous missions. No one quite knew how it did it, but the virus managed to bond with reactors and control systems, creating the metal-organic organs it needed in order to control a space craft or a habitat or a drone.

      But all of those processes usually took hours, days, weeks. Carl had never known it to happen so quickly before.

      “What are you saying Carl?! I’ve got Colonel Forrest on the line—what do I tell her?” Abrams said. Another of the UTA Red group ships suddenly sputtered to a spinning halt. There were now UTA fighter jets as well as security drones spinning to a stop, and Carl was terrified of what might happen when they woke up.

      “It’s the virus itself!” Carl said. “Those ships were just booby traps—and this whole sector of space will soon be infected!” The WarDog felt a fierce, savage joy spread through his body. The feeling wasn’t coming from him, it was coming directly from the xenovirus itself.

      
        
        New home.

        Home!

      

      

      He could feel the psychic hunger in the intelligence as it spread and started to gleefully take on new areas as its habitat. It was a sort of happiness, a feeling that did not often come from the xenovirus at all.

      “Tell Forrest to get the Abelard out of there if it’s not already infected!” Carl demanded as yet more of the UTA Red group ships started to go dark and shake. “This entire sector of space needs to be quarantined. It was probably their plan in the first place—to infect the slingshot device and take it over.”

      “Forrest says that the nearest cleanup crew is eight systems away. They’re not going to get here any time soon,” Abrams was snapping.

      And then, before their very eyes, the first UTA warship that had been infected flared into life. Every light that the ship possessed turned on, and Carl’s mind was once again hit by the alien consciousness.

      There were no thoughts this time, just a predatory feeling.

      It was the stillness of a hunter.

      “Everyone, you don’t want to hear this. It’s a distress message from that very UTA warship: the Heron,” Tucker alerted them over their ship’s comms. Contrary to what he had advised, he patched them into the open communication channel.

      “Alert all channels! We require immediate assistance! This is the UTA warship Heron, and we’re locked out of our own systems . . . I don’t know who is controlling our ship, but it’s not—FZZZZT!”

      There was a crackle and pop as the public UTA broadcast went out, and Carl was scared for what that meant for the people—the humans—inside the Heron. Perhaps the xenovirus had only found a way to kill the broadcast. Or maybe it had discovered that it also controlled all of the life support systems as well.

      “Forrest says make for the slingshot device!” Abrams said.

      “But we have to help them!” This was from Mendiata. “The ones stuck in the Heron!”

      “It’s too late for them now. It’s already too late,” Carl growled. He saw the lights on the Heron outside go dim, and in a heartbeat, its thrusters flared into life.

      And it was coming straight for them.
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      “Evasive action!” Tucker shouted as he threw the Phoenix into a turn, and the UTA Heron opened fire.

      It was a warship a little larger than the Abelard was, and that meant that it was much better equipped than their smaller craft was. Bolts of burning plasma shot out from the front of the Heron, streaking towards them across the night, as the Phoenix spun and turned, putting space between them.

      “They might be better armed, but we’re faster,” Tucker was calling. Carl was thrown to one side of the chair and then felt his stomach lurch as they spun and roared off in a new direction once again.

      The Phoenix was racing and turning, now heading straight for a piece of UTA wreckage, and next veering off, spinning as it ducked underneath and headed in a new direction.

      “Avoid the spore cloud! Don’t run into it!” Carl reminded them while the computers of the ship blared and warned them once again.

      
        
        WARNING! Weapons lock detected! . . .

      

      

      Carl heard Tucker snarl, but then he was being thrown to one side and the next. The technical specialist fought the inertia of their vehicle and tried desperately to escape the firing line of the chasing ship.

      And not just one chasing ship, Carl saw. Another of the UTA Red group warships had woken up and was even now turning to race towards them, its weapons ports glittering open.

      “Carl! On you!” Abrams called. At first, Carl could not quite make out what he was referring to—before he saw it. A small trio of UTA security drones, usually dispatched in their own flight formations into a battle, where their smaller frames could be used to crash, kamikaze-style, directly into enemy craft.

      
        
        Target acquired!

      

      

      Carl fired, pulling the triggers as he blasted a barrage of burning plasma into near space. A moment later, he was rewarded with the bright lights of all three UTA security drones exploding.

      “I’m on course for the slingshot! Tell Forrest to okay the activation!” Tucker was saying. Carl scanned his viewer for any more security drones. He didn’t want to fire on the xeno-UTA ships since he figured that there could still be trapped humans within them, but the automated drones, he believed, were fair game.

      “The colonel is transmitting them,” Abrams confirmed, and the half ring of the UTA slingshot device appeared before them. An inner brilliance of blue started to flare as it cycled up.

      Carl had never seen one at work before, so he was unfamiliar with the process—but it didn’t look as though it was ready for them yet.

      “Brace!” Tucker called as he had to throw their ship into a tight barrel roll one more time to avoid the spray of rocket-powered shells that followed them.

      “I’m reading three warships on our tail!” Tucker called.

      “The Abelard is going to be running cover!” Abrams confirmed.

      And then, as the Phoenix was spinning and turning, the slingshot device abruptly swam into Carl’s view once again. There were strange mechanics going on along its half ring. Tiny objects were spinning, creating that blue glow as crackles of lightning-like light sparked in the empty space between them.

      “It’s almost ready,” Mendiata said over the comms.

      “It has to be ready,” Abrams snapped, and the Phoenix kicked towards it.

      The Phoenix was a dart, but it was being followed by three monstrously fast sharks. The UTA warships were incredibly fast, and nothing appeared to have slowed them down. Even their previous hull injuries had been shrugged off while they all converged towards the fleeing Pillarman Phoenix.

      There was a bloom of light and fire as the Abelard joined the chase, shooting a string of plasma bolts that tore into the top hull of one of the xeno-UTA warships. It jerked and fell aside, trailing sparks and blossoms of light.

      Ahead, the lightning arcs in the empty space in the middle of the slingshot device intensified, forming a glittering, burning white radiance.

      “Is that safe!?” Carl yelled. Seriously. They were going to fly headlong into that!?

      “It has to be safe!” Tucker advised, as the two remaining xeno-controlled ships opened fire . . .

      And the Phoenix shot into the light and disappeared.
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      Frontier System 28

      
        
        Home.

        Not home.

        So. Far. Away . . .

      

      

      Carl had never been in a slingshot device before, but he had heard of them.

      Even though the homo sapiens of the late twenty-second century had achieved many enhanced ways to travel—their main neutron energies and enhanced ship materials meant that they could network a civilization many thousands, tens of thousands of light years across—it was still not fast enough.

      The slingshot device was a stationary object whose advanced particle generators created a ripple in space time, allowing the vessel to effectively “ride the wave” as it folded distances before it, managing to cross entire systems in a matter of minutes. It was the closest thing that humanity had to warp travel. While it was not perfect—the slingshot devices were always stationary, and they could only project their carried craft into the broad area chosen—it would revolutionize how humanity spread.

      And how the war might progress.

      
        
        Home.

        Not home.

      

      

      But for Corporal Carl Sebastian, he was being blinded both physically and internally as waves of light struck his eyes, and his mind was hammered by surges of alien feeling.

      He was surrounded by a brilliance of light, and he couldn’t be sure if his eyes were open or closed. He could see nothing but brilliance. Inside his body, the scattering of alien xenovirus that had been pumped into him, turning him into the mutant super soldier he now was, seemed able to sense that he was being cast far, far away from the rest of the virus family at the battle site.

      It was a feeling akin to mourning and loss.

      And rage.

      “Arrrgh!” Carl cried out. He heard his voice oddly echo back and forth in the gunner’s station. It sounded muted and thick, as if the very air itself was heavy and cloying.

      Pain rippled through him, sharp, lightning pains that shot through his muscles. He didn’t know if this was the slingshot jump or if it was the xenovirus hiding, parasitic, inside of him.

      What if something went wrong?

      What if the slingshot device itself was damaged by the battle or worse yet—infected?

      Carl opened his mouth to shout once more. He felt the alien consciousness that lived inside of his own cells start to tear and thrash . . .

      
        
        Blip.

      

      

      And then, suddenly, there he was. In blackness.

      Everything had stopped. The pain. The lights. The motion. He could once again feel the press of the foam of the gunnery seat behind him, and the restriction of the security webbing that held him down.

      But the ship itself was dark.

      Did something go wrong?

      “Where are we?” he murmured as his head felt weirdly silent. He blinked bleary eyes.

      To see that, staring back at him through the triple-plate glass of gunnery station, was a blanket of stars and a trio of distant, spinning brown-black rocks. Planetoids, he guessed from their size.

      “Abrams? Tucker, Mendiata?” he whispered, but the room was dark.

      
        
        Warning! External temperatures reaching critical level . . .

        Back up TACTICAL SUIT thermal dynamics applied . . .

        // (Time until critical hypothermia 45 minutes) . . .

      

      

      The holocommands appeared over the inside of his visor. At least his suit was still working. There was a flashing red gauge in the top right corner. He realized that the external temperature of the ship itself was plummeting, and fast.

      “System shut down!” he gasped, quickly moving his hands to the set of commands on his inner wrist.

      
        
        Initiating Local Group Comms // Suit-to-suit network //

        Connecting: Pillar Team One . . .

      

      

      “Lieutenant Abrams, Corporal Sebastian reporting. Can the others hear me!?” Carl said.

      A moment of panic ran through him as he wondered if something terrible had happened during the jump. The slingshot was a new technology as far as he was aware. Their own Phoenix had been damaged before it entered. What had gone wrong?

      “Corporal Sebastian, this is Abrams. Team, report in!”

      There was a moment of noise over the suit connections, and then Tucker’s voice burst over the local suit comms.

      “Tucker reporting. Good. The last ship message I had before we lost power was that we’ve arrived at Frontier System 28. We’re here, we just can’t do anything about it.” There was a crackle on the line before Tucker’s voice came back.

      “We’re supposed to be rendezvousing with a Frontier gunrunner, Beresford Jones, who is our contact to bring us in to Arcadia. I guess he’s a resident of one of the System 28 planets ahead. Mendiata, are you at the engines?”

      “Power relays,” Specialist Mendiata’s voice returned in an instant. “Did the jump right here, which was wild, I can tell you! One of the power relays was fried in the jump, and one of the reactors is still out. I’m putting in the spare relay now.”

      
        
        WARNING!

        LRS Systems (long range sensors): Xenovirus detected . . .

      

      

      “What!?” Carl was the first to react. “Everyone get that!?”

      There was a chorus of replies.

      “But where is it?” he was saying . . . just as his question was answered by a flash and a flare of light.

      For the first time, Carl got to see the slingshot device in action. Or the far end of it, anyway. Ahead of him, he saw a growing, radiant brilliance of light starting to take shape. At first, he thought it was the flare of rocket fire.

      Only it wasn’t. The brilliant star being born flared white, rapidly expanding until it was the size of a plate, a table out there in space, and then it held its form for a scintillating moment. Around its edges, the stars wavered and shook as if seen through a heat wave.

      And then the brilliance began to fade, decomposing into a glittering half ring the same shape and size of the distant slingshot device as the quantum echo of its form was projected many billions and hundreds of billions of miles distant from the actual device.

      “Another ship managed to follow us into the slingshot!” Tucker announced. “They must have been right behind us!”

      “Is it the Abelard?” Carl heard Tucker say hopefully as a shape started to coalesce out of the brilliance, a darker shadow taking form against the light.

      It was a large shape. Larger than the Phoenix, and it could easily be the size of a warship.

      
        
        Home!

      

      

      The virus pregnant inside of Carl’s blood surged into wakefulness with the savage joy of recognition and welcome. In that moment, Carl knew exactly what had managed to follow them through the slingshot.

      “It’s one of the xenoships!” Carl announced. “We need guns!”

      “The central computers are down!” Tucker hissed, “Mendiata?”

      “Dammit—I’m working on it! I’m going as fast as I can—and no one wants a radiation leak, right!?” she grunted over the suit comms.

      “We can treat radiation!” Abrams insisted. “We can’t treat being blasted into several thousand bits!”

      “Frack and damn, Lieutenant!” Mendiata was saying as the UTA xenoship took shape before Carl’s eyes. At first, the light around it wobbled and bent, refracted and wavered like it was being seen from underwater. But with every passing second, it got clearer and sharper.

      It was undoubtedly one of the UTA warships, large and imposing, with three fins around its lengthy, shark-like body. It was painted a dull, dark blue and had a flash of silver along its sides—but could Carl also see the distant flickers and flecks of bronze and gold where the xeno-spore cloud had hit it?

      There were drifts of haze around it as the plasma steam from its bubble evaporated. Carl knew that the ship itself must also be waking up, coming to life again after the disorienting jump.

      
        
        New home!

      

      

      The alien consciousness inside of his body and the one outside of it chimed in almost perfect unison. Carl could feel the surge of possibilities that the xenovirus celebrated in. The sudden arrival of a whole new system to exploit, colonize, and conquer.

      A sort of hunger and a deep, obsessive anger ran through him as Carl felt his heart hammer and his teeth begin to itch. Inside his own body, the WarDog chemicals started to release.

      No. I am me. I am not it. He wrestled to control the feelings of anger and energy as he concentrated on the UTA xenoship before him. It hadn’t woken up yet. All of those feelings had happened in just a moment. A split second of a heartbeat . . .

      “Come on!” Carl seized the firing pins, but they were unresponsive. No tracking triangle that raced over the enemy. No distance measurements to the target. Mendiata had still not managed to secure the power relays, obviously.

      Come on, come on, come on! Carl was thinking.

      
        
        New home . . . ENEMY!

      

      

      The ex-WarDog was hit by a wave of anger from both inside and out. The xenovirus recognized them—their ship—as the one that had hurt them. As another object, waiting to be entirely colonized.

      This was what the xenovirus did. It was what it had evolved to do. Carl could feel—he knew, in a flicker of gut instinct—that this is exactly what it had done over millennia. Entire systems taken over and draped with its strange, lichen-like body. Entire systems turned into factories for its own strange, murderous, and macabre creations before it seeded once more, creating forms that could take to the outer atmosphere, then the depths of space itself, as it endlessly searched and hungered.

      The lights on the ship were starting to wake up.

      No! Carl pulled futilely on the firing triggers, but the guns weren’t ready yet. They were going to be sitting ducks. The xenovirus was going to blow them out of space.

      No—stop! Carl railed at it, railed at the virus in himself, willing it to not do what it had been created to do.

      But the alien consciousness could not be reasoned with. It could not be placated.

      However, in the next instant, very strangely, the xenovirus didn’t shoot at them. Instead, with an almost gentle blue-and-white burn of its short-range thrusters, it skimmed towards them through the night.

      “It’s not firing,” Carl heard Abrams breathing. “Why isn’t it firing?”

      The UTA xenoship, that had once been another UTA Red group warship, flew towards them with all of the seductive grace and murderous promise of a shark or a hunting wolf. It wasn’t firing at them, but it was confident and secure in its movements.

      “It knows we’re immobile,” Carl breathed in horror. “It isn’t going to kill us. It’s coming to infect us.” He was sure that he could feel the smugness radiating from the enemy vessel before him, and it was echoed from the virus inside of him too.

      There is a place where the virus and I interconnect. Where we become one.

      Where had Carl heard that? The thoughts rose in him as solid as a memory. Had it been a part of his training? When he had been incarcerated once again, caught by the Pillarmen and taken to the Facility to take part in the second generation of the WarDog training, the Exalted?

      Carl wasn’t sure. But he remembered the scene on Sanctuary when the Fomorian Brigade had attempted to take the Terran planet. There had been a space then, a place inside of him that he had touched that had allowed him to communicate directly with the virus itself. To reach out and find that there was no difference between his voice and its.

      Which meant, surely, that he could . . .

      
        
        ALERT! Weapons activation . . .

        // UTA PHOENIX / Gunnery Station 2 . . .

      

      

      All at once, the lights flickered on across Carl’s screens as the Phoenix sprang to life. The targeting triangle flickered into the air and immediately zeroed in on the approaching xeno-infected UTA vehicle.

      “Got it! Power’s back!” Mendiata was whooping with pride as the WarDog reacted.

      Carl squeezed the firing triggers automatically and felt the thumping recoil of the railguns below his gunner’s position. Bolts of burning plasma spat out towards the alien ship in an instant before Tucker hit the thrusters, and they were screaming forwards.

      No! Did I?

      Carl’s eyes tried to track the alien vessel before it disappeared. He saw the burning plasma bolts hit it and explode into white as it tried to lift itself free.

      But now they were turning and spinning, and Tucker was dragging them in an extended combat arc that would present Abrams’ guns to the same enemy.

      “It’s still there! We damaged it but didn’t take it out!” Tucker said a moment before the Phoenix computers once again blared.

      
        
        WARNING!

        Enemy targeting systems detected!

      

      

      “Brace!” Tucker hissed as he swerved the Phoenix into a barrel roll, executing a tight, perfect spin as bolts of burning red plasma shot after them, missing their engines. Tucker pulled them tight under the firing arc.

      “Abrams—on you!” Carl heard the pilot-specialist cry. At the same time, he felt his own organs jumble and press against one side of his body.

      “Get some!” Carl heard the large lieutenant hiss over their shared suit-to-suit comms, as the other side of the Phoenix fired its guns. Carl sat awaiting his turn.

      “It’s fast!” he heard the snarling lieutenant hiss.

      But there was still some part of Carl’s mind that was elsewhere. Not just with the xeno consciousness itself, but with the possibility. Hadn’t he managed to get the Fomorian on Sanctuary to tremble, to pause, to freeze for just one moment? Just a second?

      There was a place where he and the virus were one. There was a place where his voice was indistinguishable from that of the virus. Before, he had been terrified of that place since it was the same urge and command that the WarDog part of him used. He would be filled with a rage and a murderous anger, flooding him with energy—and that was what had made him such an effective warrior.

      But . . . that was the virus speaking to him. He now understood.

      What if he could use that same space to speak back? To command it as it tried to command him?

      “Carl—Carl! Coming up!” Abrams was saying, and the Phoenix turned in a tight circle once more. Suddenly, there was the UTA xenoship, racing into his view.

      
        
        Enemy!

        Home . . .

      

      

      The WarDog pulled the firing triggers, and once again a barrage of bolts shot out across space towards the xenocraft. Carl saw the line of burning fire racing towards the opposing ship, watched it happen in slow motion as his own mutant chemicals kicked in. Time itself appeared to decelerate and pause.

      But the xenocraft was fast. Too fast. It was spinning on its side, corkscrewing in its flight as it veered to the right.

      And the first burning line of Carl’s shot skimmed across its hull, not even touching it.

      Carl kept on firing, trying to anticipate where the craft was going to be in the next second.

      
        
        Home . . .

        Enemy . . .

      

      

      And then the xenocraft did the incredible. It shuddered and pulled a hard stop, a move that should have been impossible for a craft at full thruster burn, as it clearly was, Carl could see. Its rear thrusters flickered out. In the next instant it was reversing as the Phoenix continued to shoot around it in an encircling arc.

      Suddenly, it was the xenocraft that had the upper hand, that had the clear line of fire against the Phoenix.

      “What!? How did it do that!” Tucker was snarling in confusion and surprise.

      Carl’s mutant-enhanced eyes, trained to home in on any potential danger, could see the weapons ports of the enemy craft hiss open with tiny puffs of plasma. More than that, he could feel the savage joy of the xenovirus itself as it knew that victory was within its jaws.

      No!

      The mutant WarDog reacted. He reached out with his anger and his frustration as he felt his heart lurch.

      STOP!

      He threw his passion and anger back at the xenovirus itself, even taking one hand off of the firing pins and thrusting at the opposing vehicle, as if he could push it aside with just one fling of his hand.

      Carl spoke, felt, and reacted with the voice of the xenovirus itself. He felt the connection between them, joining him and that distant thing that occupied the ship across from him.

      Amazingly, somehow, the xenocraft didn’t fire. It appeared to shudder as its thrusters misfired, sending it shaking to one side.

      “Agh!” Carl felt the incredible weight against his mind as he tried to tell the much larger mass of particles to obey his will. It was too much. He wasn’t strong enough to control it.

      “I’m clear!” Abrams was shouting. By then, in the moment of grace that he had been given by Carl, the Phoenix had managed to turn, and Abrams was firing at the ship. Bolts of burning plasma slammed into the enemy ship’s hull, and Carl felt each hammer blow as if it had happened to his own body, his own mind.

      “Urk!” The connection that he had with the xeno consciousness abruptly cut off. Carl was gasping, panting, back inside his own body, trying to tell himself that he did not have a skin made of metal and portholes with bones of support structures and bulkheads. Even though, ironically, he was still wearing his Exalted WarDog suit, so in effect, he did have a skin of metal.

      Carl gasped, and he could hear the others whooping in celebration as the xenocraft was destroyed, erupting into multiple balls of burning plasma, and then a fierce, bright star as its reactors were breached.

      “We did it! Thank the stars that it—whatever happened—happened!” Tucker was saying with uncharacteristic warmth and emotion. “It looked like it had us in its sights, but then it didn’t fire. It appeared to malfunction.”

      “I guess maybe infecting a ship with an organic virus isn’t an exact science,” Mendiata confirmed with a groan. “The reactors are working, but I wouldn’t particularly want her to be put through too many more dogfights. Not until I get a chance to go through all the fail-safes.”

      “Or maybe the xenovirus is a worse fighter than we are, hey, UTA?” Abrams said with a self-congratulatory tone.

      I wish that were true, Carl was thinking as he murmured his agreement but refused to give his opinion on what had actually happened. His head was starting to throb with an awful headache, after all, which was usually the first sign of the weakness and fatigue that occurred every time he was suffused with the WarDog chemicals. He felt exhausted, as if he really had just tried to lift and throw a warship all on his own.

      Carl knew what had saved them. It had been his connection to the virus. Even though he felt exhausted and fatigued, there was a small thrill of excitement running through him.

      If I can do that. Then can I control the Fomorians? Was there a way that he could use this newfound power to their advantage?

      
        
        ALERT! Incoming signals . . .

        // Unidentified craft . . .

      

      

      “Heads-up, everyone!” Tucker’s voice snapped them all to attention. “Everyone look sharp. No time for that checkup, Mendiata.”

      There was a chorus of small attack vectors rising up towards them on their screens, monitors, and holographic displays. Carl quickly counted that there had to be seven or more.

      “Xeno!?” Abrams snarled.

      “No,” both Tucker and Carl said at the same time. Tucker could tell this from his ship sensors, while Carl just knew it in his bones. There was no answering call of familiarity from the alien creature inside his blood.

      There was now a small flock of unidentified vessels coming towards them in Frontier System 28, which was only a few systems away from the Palacian border.

      “Attention, UTA craft! You are trespassing in Frontier territory. This is the armed flotilla of Captain Beresford Jones. Power down all weapons and await to be inspected!”
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      The Principality of Jones, Frontier System 28

      

      “It’s okay. It’s all a part of the plan, right?” Specialist Mendiata hissed as the quartet of Pillarmen stood in the small crew hold of the Phoenix. They waited for the rest of the docking procedure to slow to a halt before them.

      “You sure ’bout that?” Carl growled back, not feeling anywhere near as sure as the rest of them apparently were. They stood looking at the docking lights over the UTA bulkhead. At the moment, they were flashing orange, but at any second, they could easily turn a flaring green.

      And what would happen then? Carl was thinking. Would there then be a sudden influx of armed mercenaries into their small hold?

      It wasn’t that Carl was worried about other humans with guns. Although any time that there was a human with an itchy trigger finger and a bloated sense of self-worth, it was likely to cause a problem, in his experience.

      No, I’m a WarDog. A Special Ops, Exalted WarDog, he reaffirmed to himself. He was sure that he and the rest of the highly trained Pillarmen Team One could handle a bunch of Frontier mercs, smugglers, and gunrunners, right? They would be entering into a foreign vessel, not their home territory, and the Pillarmen would have better training, better knowledge, better armor, and better weapons.

      No, it wasn’t that fact that was the most worrying. It was the fact that the Phoenix was currently surrounded by an entire shoal of mercenary ships, at least seven against one, and there was no way that they could get out of here without getting damage.

      Damage that our already damaged craft cannot afford, he thought with a sigh and winced as his headache thudded once again. It brought with it a wave of exhaustion, which was normal, he knew, after every time that he asked his mutant biology to fire. The strange xeno-chemicals that flooded his system, telling his adrenal glands to fire faster and stronger, flooding him with serotonin and cortisol and half a dozen other things he had no name for—they always left him feeling exhausted and fatigued.

      Not in the best position for a shoot-out, he groaned to himself. The door’s three orange lights started to blink, and one turned green as the docking procedure began to complete.

      “I’m sure,” the deeper, gruff, and booming voice of Lieutenant Abrams sounded. “We were told to rendezvous with Beresford Jones. He’s one of our agents—or allied, anyway—and T1 intelligence reports state he’s been generating rebellion along the Frontier against the Palacians for almost ten years. He’s a friendly. This is just all for show.”

      
        
        Alert! Pressure cycle completed!

      

      

      There was a blip from the Phoenix main computers, sending an alarm to their suits as the third and final light over the door flashed—and now the circular metal of the airlock was rolling upwards.

      Carl felt himself tense, his hands moving tighter on the heavy tactical rifle that he held over his chest.

      “Arms down!” Abrams hissed, his voice a bark of command.

      And then the door was opening, and at once, there were two armored figures stepping into the room and two more behind them.

      They had their own stubby, ugly-looking automatic guns up and menacing. Carl saw snarling human faces behind visor glass.

      Enemy!

      The WarDog felt his fatigue evaporate as a rush of feral, savage emotions ran through him. There was an enemy right here, and it was menacing his friends.

      “Arms down!” Abrams said as he stepped forward, raising a hand in the air. Carl felt himself panting inside of his suit.

      There was a moment of awkward silence between the two groups as a set of four fighters stood, braced and glaring, at another set of four warriors. Carl managed to curb his own inner ferocity, and it was surprisingly easier than he had at first thought, he had to admit. He was already tired and exhausted after trying to control the xenoship with nothing but the strength of his own emotions.

      “G’morning, trespassers!” said one of the four characters before them—a rangy-looking, forty-something man in a composite armor suit that was clearly semimilitary. Carl recognized it as probably ex-security services. The suit was scuffed and old, but from its advanced shoulder pads, clear breast, back, and interconnecting limb plates, it was one of the better examples of tactical plate that Carl had seen.

      All of the other visitors to the Pillarman ship were similarly garbed, but the suits of the other three weren’t quite as efficient as the first. Carl noted how they had several modules and external belts and ammo packs that were clearly from other mismatched suits, campaigns, and services. One of them even had a bubble visor helmet that was probably a decade out of date.

      Mercenaries. Carl resisted the urge to curl his lip in scorn. The Frontier systems were filled with them—those runaways from either Terran or Palacian militaries who had realized that their mediocre training and skills made them “professionals” out here in the wilds.

      “Weapons down, ladies and gents,” said the mercenary speaker, gesturing with his stubby gun at his group.

      Carl and the others looked warily at their lieutenant. Mercenaries were notoriously untrustworthy, weren’t they? There were as many stories of them turning on those that had employed them as there were stories of mercenaries actually doing what they had been employed to do.

      The tension peaked, and then Carl saw Abrams nod just once, and they all knew what his answer was.

      “Reeeeally, Lieut?” Mendiata was sighing heavily as she lowered her weapon with a thump to the floor. Abrams, Tucker, and Carl’s weapons followed suit.

      “That’s right. There, there now. Didn’t hurt all that much, right?” laughed the speaker. “You know that we’ve got this ship surrounded on all sides, and she’s looking pretty badly bashed up anyway. So I’m not sure what you think you might do if you get all hot-headed all of a sudden, huh?” The mercenary speaker sounded jovial, affable even, as he nodded at one of the others to pick up the Pillarmen’s dropped guns.

      “Right. Now that bit of unpleasantness is over,” the speaker said. “Welcome to the Principality of Beresford Jones! Formerly known as Frontier System 28!”

      “And I take it that you’re Beresford?” Abrams said in a thick voice.

      He’s getting angry, Carl was thinking as he looked between their very large lieutenant and the almost laughing, smaller man.

      The lieutenant thinks he has made a mistake. He thinks the Beresford Gang has played against us.

      “That’s me,” Beresford said with a big grin, stepping aside as he gestured for them to follow the others to step through the airlock.

      Abrams stiffened for a second. “We had a deal.”

      The smuggler’s face was a solid mask, and in that instant, Carl saw the harder edge of iron behind it that was what made him so dangerous. He could collapse down to this point at any time he wanted—where he was made of grit and steel without a trace of warmth.

      “We do, boss man,” Beresford said, his eyes steely and set. “But a guy like me, in the job that I do, needs to make sure that you ain’t going to go back on your word, right? Or that you ain’t some Palacian spy.”

      Oh, Carl realized. Beresford thought they were the spies! He felt his comprehension of how things worked out on the Frontiers expand. It wasn’t as simple as Palacian versus Terran. No one could trust anyone out here.

      “Hmm.” Abrams nodded before gesturing across the room to where there was a series of metal cabinets that ran along the lower half of the wall.

      “Third one over. That’s where you’ll find your money,” Carl heard him say.

      There’s money? Carl thought. The UTA had given up on actual cash a long time ago. A truly long time ago. He had no idea that they were paying the Beresford Gang!

      “Ha. And just in case that is booby-trapped, I’m going to get one of your men to open it, okay?” Beresford said with a grin, turning to nod at the first available one—which Carl saw happened to be himself.

      “You want me to go open that cabinet door,” Carl said with a growl.

      “If you please, soldier.” Beresford’s eyes glittered.

      Carl heaved a sigh and ambled towards the cabinet, expecting to find it stocked in the usual manner with spare webbing or medical supplies or fuel containers. Instead, he found that there was a simple canvas case, and when he reached in to grab the handles . . .

      “Easy!” Beresford called. “Nice and slow, huh, champ? Don’t forget about all the guns we got pointing at your friends right about now, huh?”

      “How could I forget?” Carl groaned, pulling the canvas bag out with a heave, to find that it was surprisingly heavy.

      
        
        USER: (Cpl) SEBASTIAN, C . . .

        // Exalted Tactical Suit // Strength-assist . . .

      

      

      Carl was surprised when he actually had to use the extra servo mechanisms in his suit to lift the bag and drag it out.

      “It’s heavy,” he said simply, for the gunrunner to nod at the floor.

      “Open it up, huh?”

      Carl growled but did as he was told, setting the canvas bag on the floor, reaching for the zipper, and then opening it with a flourish.

      To see light glitter on the inside.

      “Holy stars!” Beresford crowed.

      The entire bag was filled with little plastic envelopes, and each one held a collection of different-sized rock chips. Not rock chips. Crystal chips. Carl could see rubies and emeralds as well as some that were clear and blue. He reckoned that he must be looking at a few million credits, easily.

      “That will do nicely, thank you very much!” Beresford said. He gestured for two of his men to rush forward, intercept the bag, and between them, to carry it off.

      “Payment very gratefully accepted. Now, let’s get you people moving, shall we?” Beresford was saying as he gestured to the porthole out of there.

      “We need to talk about the method,” Abrams was saying. Carl followed the others through the airlock and into the small decompression chamber that joined the UTA and Frontier vehicles together. The Frontier vessel was larger than theirs was, a rounded and bulbous sort of thing with multiple large ports for container modules strapped along its hull. To Carl’s eyes, it didn’t appear to be the kind of ship that they needed for any secure and quiet infiltration effort.

      They stepped through the decompression chamber and onto the main deck of the mercenary ship, which was suddenly all noise and mess compared to the more pristine and regulated space that was a UTA ship.

      There were voices and shouts, figures in the distance, and they emerged into what was clearly some sort of docking hall, a large space with a metal balcony running along the walls. There was the hiss and spark of electricity as some of the Beresford Gang were working on bits of machinery or repairs.

      Carl felt momentarily dazed.

      Home! Friend!

      Maybe that was why—with the sudden dazzle of lights and movement, the flare of a drone as it rushed overhead—he felt confused for a moment. He was sure that he had felt his stomach lurch, then he felt a sudden pang of homesickness—or something else—something like recognition.

      What?

      “Let’s find you a place to crash. We’re starting our journey right away, but it’ll take a few hours,” Beresford was saying to the others. All apparent tension for the rest faded. They were no longer being treated with suspicion once the payment had been delivered.

      But Carl was still reeling in place as the others were making their way across the dockyard floor.

      And his eyes fell and settled on a figure at the far end of the room who was also standing straight up behind a giant and complicated piece of metal that he had been wearing.

      The man was even bigger than Lieutenant Abrams, if such a thing was possible. He had a handlebar moustache and a short-cut mohawk. His eyes were dark, and he wore padded leather fatigues, scuffed and pocked with a hundred burn marks. And on his right shoulder, Carl knew there would be a black-etched tattoo of a snarling dog’s head.

      Carl knew this because he had a matching tattoo on his own shoulder.

      Carl knew this because he knew the man.

      It was his old corporal and fellow WarDog from the Alpha Fireteam, 6th Battalion, Infantry. Corporal Jadakar.
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      Chancellor’s Buildings, Arcadia, Palacian Space

      

      Thump.

      Duke-General Greer awoke to the sound of something heavy hitting the floor outside his cell door.

      It was dark. The lights had been turned off in here. The only radiance came from outside, where a thin strip of sodium-yellow fuzzed through the wire plate glass of the thin crack of the cell window.

      The man, although he hadn’t eaten for what must have been days and only had water delivered to him by Fomorian guards, and although his body still ached from the various beatings that he had sustained so far, awoke to full alertness in a heartbeat. His body felt tired, pained, but also electric.

      A lifetime of a hundred or so front lines did that to you, he guessed.

      He stayed perfectly still, only allowing himself to breathe shallowly as he waited for another sound.

      And then, it came. A scratch against the metal door, a shuffle of heavy feet, a grunt . . .

      Tzzk!

      And abruptly, the door light over the lock was flickering, waking up to an intermittent orange, and then finally green as the door opened softly.

      Greer moved, rolling from his corner in one awkward movement. His hands were cuffed together, but his ankles had been left unshackled this time. He guessed that Lord Vareilla thought his frustration would be greater if he could move and still have no freedom.

      He managed to scrabble to a kneeling position, raising his fists before him towards the darkened figure above, silhouetted against the door light.

      “Duke-General, sir!” To see that it was none other than a marine that he recognized.

      “Lieutenant Archer!” he growled, recognizing the familiar tactical encounter suit of one of his most trusted soldiers.

      “Sir, I came as soon as I realized you weren’t responding to messages. It took a bit of questioning, but I knew you were coming to see the queen. Then a security guard told me that there had been a commotion at the entrance to the Queen’s Chambers and that Vareilla had been seen rushing around with his damned Fomorians!” Archer rolled her eyes.

      “Clearly, I guessed if you’d vanished, then he might have taken you to his buildings. And here we are. But we haven’t got a lot of time. We have to move quickly.”

      The woman with the scar running down one side of her cheek and splitting her lip hissed and moved to cast a look behind her in the corridor.

      The close combat lieutenant didn’t wear the bulky close assault heavy tactical suit that he was used to seeing her in. Instead, she wore the more regular and far more flexible general combat suit of breastplate, shoulder plates, and close-fitting, mesh-form fatigues. Her hair was a brilliant red and scraped back from her forehead in a tie, but her look was as fierce as Greer remembered. In one hand, she held a large, bulky gun that Greer recognized as an electronic stunner capable of delivering tens of hundreds of volts to its victims, and in the other, a bulky, blocky black form intelligence kit.

      “Door scrambler,” Greer said, recognizing the tech. It was used to overload locks and general electronics equipment and was probably the reason why Archer had gained entrance here so quickly.

      But how did she even find him down here?

      “Yeah.” Archer gestured with the scrambler. “It’s the best I could find at short notice. Thankfully, Vareilla doesn’t seem to believe in using the latest security tech.”

      “He shouldn’t even have the security clearance for the best stuff,” Greer growled as he got to his feet, offering her his wrist cuffs instead.

      “Get ready . . .” his lieutenant said as Greer held his cuffs out as far from his body as he could. Archer pressed the black box to them before punching the red button.

      There was a flicker of lights along the device, and then Greer felt a stab of a shock run through his body as the scrambler did its thing.

      “Urk!”

      There was a flash of blue light and a faint smell of burning rubber, and then the cuffs fell apart in one smooth clack to land on the floor with a too-loud clatter.

      “Dammit!” Greer hissed.

      “We may get away with some of noise,” Archer was saying, gesturing Greer back after her towards the door and the avenue beyond.

      “It seems that Lord Vareilla hasn’t even bothered with guards down here. It was stupid easy to get down here with just a few humans to overcome.”

      “No Fomorians?” Greer asked suspiciously.

      “No Fomorians,” Archer agreed as they stepped back into the corridor.

      That’s odd, Greer was thinking. He thought about the last sight that the chancellor had shown him. The xeno creature known as the “Speaker” and the Fomorians tending the human batteries.

      At once, he was filled with a dark rage. An irrepressible anger at what Vareilla had done. Not just to him, but to Arcadia itself. To the innocent soldiers and service people Vareilla had sacrificed for the strange alien intelligence known as the xenovirus.

      “Vareilla’s in league with the xenovirus. Or thinks he is,” Greer said. They set off down the dimly lit corridor, Archer moving stealthily but quickly, her every movement as smooth as a hunting jaguar.

      “He intends to let the xenovirus take over all of Palacian society. He thinks he can control it—but he can’t.”

      “Oh stars,” Archer breathed, and Greer could hear the horror in her gasp. She had been a part of the special close combat team that he had sent to investigate a Palacian ship that had mysteriously gone silent, only to find out that it had been taken over by the xenovirus itself and the Fomorians. The ship had been attacked by the virus in an unprecedented way: the virus creating a surface-to-orbit spore weapon on its own, save for the help of the Fomorians. It was then that Archer and Greer had realized that there was no controlling this dangerous alien entity. Vareilla was not just playing with fire. He was throwing the entire Palacian society into it willingly.

      “Well, you haven’t heard what’s been going on topside,” Archer said after a momentary pause.

      Oh no. Greer knew that something bad was coming. He almost didn’t want to hear it—although he did, too, at the same time. Duke-General Greer knew that Vareilla getting him out of the way had to just be one step in the chancellor’s plan. Vareilla wanted power, and he wasn’t going to stop with just removing the duke-general.

      “He has launched a whole new class of Fomorian fighter craft based on our own warships, active and patrolling already,” Archer said nervously as they moved down the corridor, reaching the far end where it turned abruptly right. Greer held back, waiting for Archer to pause by the turn. Then, after a breath—step out, her e-stunner held at the ready, before nodding for them to move onward.

      “They look . . . strange,” her voice returned. “Covered with the virus. Like lichen or bark.”

      They were now in another short metal corridor just like the first, ending in a T junction. Greer realized that the lord chancellor must have been tunneling away under these buildings for a long time, years perhaps. This facility was far bigger than he had thought!

      “And I bet they won’t obey a damn thing that any human tells them, when it comes to it,” Greer hissed. He told her about the alien intelligence—the Speaker—that was right here inside the Chancellor’s Buildings.

      “It’s intelligent. The xenovirus. It has motives. Plans. It knows what it wants to do,” Greer said. Archer stumbled to a halt before turning slowly to look back at him in horror and a sort of fearful awe.

      “What do you want to do, sir? I was just here to bust you out,” Archer said as they reached the T junction. The close combat lieutenant paused, considering right or left.

      “Left is the way I came in. It’ll take us to the service elevators, and from there, we should be able to smuggle you out through the docking ports,” she was saying, her scarred face screwed up into a ball of tight concentration.

      “And right leads to the rest of the castle?” Greer said.

      Archer nodded, pausing before she moved forward.

      “There’s something that you should know, Duke-General, sir,” Archer said heavily. Her face was serious. Greer wondered just what could be even more serious than what she had already told him—xeno-infected Palacian ships now freely patrolling the skies of Arcadia!

      “Go on, Marine,” he said gruffly.

      “Vareilla. He has been made acting military chief of all the queen’s forces,” Archer said.

      “What!” Greer hissed. He was the duke-general. He was the one who sat on the top military council to advise the queen.

      “There was a royal edict passed the day you disappeared,” Archer explained. “A voice recording of the queen herself said that, in response to the Alliance-Palacian War, she is restructuring her military. Lord Vareilla now holds dual roles as the chancellor and supreme military chief.”

      “That means he controls everything!” Greer stated.

      Everything on Arcadia. Everything in the military, Greer was thinking quickly. How could the queen be so stupid? How could Maya not see what was going on!?

      He must be controlling her somehow, he thought. Threatening her. Intimidating her, perhaps. Maybe he is even bargaining with my life for her compliance.

      “Right,” Greer said immediately. “We go right. Into the castle.”

      “Sir?” Archer blinked, confused. “The window of opportunity is very slight. There is no guarantee they won’t have already found the guards I knocked out. But I can get you off planet. We can go to one of the colony worlds, start talking to the other generals.”

      “Right, I said!” the duke-general insisted, moving past Archer to wait by the T junction corner, ready to move out with or without her.

      “We go for the queen. We cannot abandon her here, to him!” Greer said grimly, catching and holding the close combat lieutenant’s gaze.

      Archer looked at him, her mentor, for a silent second, and Greer could see the look in her eyes as she recalibrated her expectations for tonight. She must have come here on a slim to no chance of succeeding in breaking him out, and now she was on a none to even worse mission of trying to break through to Queen Maya Oceanus of Arcadia herself.

      We’re both going to die, Archer’s look said.

      Greer nodded silently.

      If that’s what it takes, he silently said back.
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      Frontier—Palacian Borders (Systems 29—32)

      

      It is Jadakar. But Jadakar is dead.

      That was all that was rolling through Carl’s head as he startled, yet again, when the door to their small crew lobby opened again.

      It wasn’t the large, ex-WarDog soldier whom he had served with in the first Alliance-Palacian War, however. It wasn’t the man who had saved his life on multiple occasions or who had joined the WarDogs and been subjected to the same horrific, DNA-altering therapies as he himself had.

      It wasn’t Corporal Jadakar. Instead, it was Beresford Jones.

      “Jones,” Abrams growled, sitting up as he swung his legs off of the bench he had been lying down on. So far, they had stayed in this room for all of two hours, eating a mediocre meal of reconstituted goop as they were left alone. Tucker had resorted to checking and rechecking his equipment, and Mendiata had done the same for her armor while Abrams had elected to rest.

      Not so for Carl, however. He had instead been left with a ball of worry in his chest. A sort of low-grade panic.

      Why am I not happy to see him? Carl thought—because there was absolutely no denying that he felt a sort of anxiety, not relief that his old friend was in fact alive.

      Was it because Jadakar knew who he was, or had been, so long ago? Carl wondered.

      Or was it that Carl knew just what the once good-natured and strong Corporal Jadakar had turned into once he had been injected with the xeno-serum? Jadakar had been even worse than Carl was.

      He reminds me of what I turn into, Carl was thinking as the conversation between Abrams and Jones burbled between them.

      “What’s happening, Jones? We gave you the payment, and I want to know you can deliver!” the large lieutenant was saying menacingly. It was the sort of tone that Carl wouldn’t want to be on the other end of.

      “Easy there, big guy!” Beresford said. “We’re on our way. Your payment was good. We’re already at the Palacian border systems, and so we should enter Palace System 01 in under two hours.”

      “On our way in this!?” Mendiata said, raising her head as she nodded around them to the ship. Carl knew what she meant. It looked like a second-rate trader’s craft. It wouldn’t get anywhere near planetary security, would it? It looked like a smugglers ship.

      “Just trust us. We’ve been doing this a whole lot longer than you have,” Beresford said with a savage grin.

      “This ship is actually a registered Palacian transport vessel. That means it can go to all the normal civilian docks on any Palacian world that it needs to,” Beresford explained.

      “And then what?” Abrams insisted.

      Beresford groaned in response before he nodded. “And then, you transfer over to the special craft we have waiting for you. It’s a small interceptor designed for low-orbit and atmospheric travel alone.”

      “It better be damn-near military class!” Mendiata insisted, for the gunrunner to laugh.

      “Like I say, Terrans, we’ve been at this game a whole lot longer than you. I can’t promise you everything, but I promise you that it’s the best that we got. We’ll release you once in Arcadia’s orbit, and then the rest is up to you.”

      “You’re taking a fast-intercept approach,” Abrams said with a scowl.

      Yeah, tricky, Carl agreed. The WarDog had actually had a lot of experience doing those sorts of missions. The transporter would drive you as close as they could to the planet and then they would release you on a smaller advance craft with the intention of you making an intercept as fast as possible. For Carl and the rest of the WarDogs, it had usually meant falling from the sky with rocket packs attached to their backs, falling onto an enemy position, and opening fire before they even hit the ground.

      “But we got a pilot who can do it. A good pilot. He’s done it before,” Beresford said, and Carl suddenly knew exactly who he was talking about.

      Jadakar.

      “I want to meet them,” Abrams said. “Your pilot.”

      Beresford opened his mouth at first as if to disagree, then shook his head.

      “Fine. You got it. Follow me, and I’ll take you to my man,” the gunrunner said and beckoned them out of the room.
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        * * *

      

      Hey, Corporal, remember me? Carl was thinking as Beresford led the Pillarmen team through the warren of corridors, up and down metal stairs, down further corridors, to suddenly arrive at a small launch bay.

      And there was their craft, Carl and the others saw.

      The launch bay inside the smugglers craft was small, barely larger than the craft it contained, but it had its own launch arm and magnet clamps securing it, Carl could see. It wasn’t unusual for the long-range trader’s vessels to have their own smaller craft aboard, which the crew could use for planet-hopping or exploring.

      The craft that they were being shown, however, was more than a mere planet hopper. It was low with a faintly fattening belly and two fixed, dish-like wings on either side, giving the entire craft the appearance of a scoop of metal rather than a dart.

      “That’s a damn speed yacht!” Mendiata was the first to say, and even though its colors were a muted blue-gray, Carl could tell from the thickened ridge that ran all around it that yes, that was indeed what it was.

      A speed yacht, Carl pondered. Designed for a maximum of eight people and used in atmospheric racing challenges.

      “You said you had an interceptor.” Abrams turned to Beresford, who was holding up his hands and laughing.

      “One man’s interceptor is another man’s speed yacht, right?” Beresford said with a laugh, although Carl noted how he lightly sidestepped, and quickly, to stay out of reach of the larger man’s arms.

      “That is where we’re different from you flyboys, see?” Beresford said. “You can’t go around launching military-level intercept vehicles into a planetary atmosphere every time you want to offload some goods, right? So, out here—we have to get creative, get it? And what does a speed yacht do?” Beresford was saying, sounding enthused, excited, even. Carl watched as he flattened his palm and then smacked it against an invisible planet like a thrown stone skipping across a lake.

      “It rides the upper atmosphere, right, the turbulence? There are always rich elites using them—and the planetary security might get annoyed, give them a warning—but they don’t shoot them down, do they?” Beresford grinned.

      “Now, what we worked out was that . . . What if?” His hand made a sudden movement, cutting downwards into the atmosphere. “What if that speed yacht went lower than expected? What if it entered the lower atmosphere suddenly—the thing is only riding the turbulence anyway, right?”

      Beresford’s other hand met the “yacht” one and sprayed out from it.

      “And what if, when that speed yacht was inside the atmosphere, it dropped off a load of whatever it needed to, flinging it out, too low for any planetary scanners to read it?”

      Beresford’s yacht hand once again soared upwards into the sky. “And there you have it. A perfect delivery system for whatever you want to deliver to the planet, all in a package that the Arcadian Planetary Security won’t ever expect!”

      It is precisely how we would do a HALO infiltration, Carl remembered. A HALO jump meant high altitude, low opening. The aircraft would come in at a high altitude, and then drop off its cargo with a timed shoot so it would drop quickly and then slow only when it was nearer to the ground. Only the things being thrown out the back of their intercept vehicles would have been them, WarDogs with rocket packs on their backs.

      “You got booster packs?” Abrams said with a deepening frown. Their Pillarmen suits had a basic set of navigational and movement tools that they could use in zero-G vacuums: miniature microthrusters that they could move with—but for a full low atmospheric entry, then they would need something a lot better than that.

      “Yeah, big guy. We got that,” called a voice that cut to Carl’s very soul. It was a voice that was powerful, full of timbre, but it was also surprisingly higher than the frame it came from. If anything, Corporal Jadakar sounded cultured—refined even.

      Carl turned to see the large figure of his old colleague stamping down the opening access ramp to the yacht, wearing his leather fatigues, and idly rubbing grease on them as he looked up.

      
        
        Friend!

        Home!

        Family!

      

      

      Carl coughed as the xenovirus inside of him woke up, surging through him with recognition as it called out to the xenovirus inside of his old friend.

      Jadakar.

      The large man half stumbled too, swaying in place for just a moment as their eyes locked.

      It was him. He was a little balder perhaps, a little grayer, but it was him. The same handlebar moustache, the same series of scars running across one forearm where they had crawled through barbed wire once . . . It was definitely him.

      “Carl?” Jadakar whispered out loud. His eyes flickered over to the rest of the team, and suddenly Carl saw his face change, his expression harden as he took in their black tactical uniforms. Their lack of identifiers.

      Pillarmen, Carl realized. It was as if he could feel the thought go through his mind at the same time as it went through Jadakar’s.

      “Carl, you’re with . . . You’re with them?” his old friend said in confusion and horror.

      Pillarmen. The special ops unit that had been created by the UTA to “disappear” the WarDogs after the first Alliance-Palacian War. They were boogeymen. They were the enemy for any mutant. How many friends had Carl himself lost to them? How many WarDogs who had managed to make it out of the battle lines had been summarily kidnapped from their life? Were treated as nothing but freaks and dangerous criminals back in the Terran Systems?

      “Jadakar—it’s okay. It’s not what you think.” Carl started forward, raising his hands.

      “Wait—you two know each other?” Mendiata was saying.

      Jadakar snarled, his face contorting into a thunderous cloud of rage.

      Carl had never seen the WarDog transformation without himself also being in the process of transforming. Like calls to like, and he felt that rising thrill of anger and savagery—but Carl had long ago learned how to control it. He had even been the recipient of the Exalted trainings, after all.

      Even Jadakar’s face appeared to change—although in reality, he was just exhibiting extreme emotion. His lips curled back as he snarled like a feral animal. His eyes appeared to go darker. His pupils at first dilated, then shot down to tiny specks. His shoulders bunched, and his chest swelled. His skin took on a tighter, darker aspect somehow.

      
        
        Enemy!

      

      

      And Carl’s own xenovirus inside of him started to react in kind. It finally saw Jadakar as an enemy, a threat, and Carl felt his own body undergo the similar transformation.

      “Hey! Hey! Jadakar—STOP IT!” There was shouting as Carl’s eyes locked with Jadakar’s.

      “Yes, he’s a WarDog. Tell your man to get out of there!”

      Someone was shouting, but Jadakar was tensing, ready to attack.

      “How could you?!” he said in a guttural hiss of a voice. “You joined them! THEM!?”

      “Stand down, Jadakar!” Carl snarled back. He felt his own strange, alien organs start to pump his body full of energy. All of his aches and pains were forgotten in a moment. He was no longer tired. He was unstoppable.

      “They are the enemy! You know how many they killed,” Jadakar was roaring, starting to pace forwards towards Carl.

      Carl was held back from completely giving into his own mutant transformation only by one thing: his sense of guilt. In some way, he knew that this man was right. At least in some respect.

      I did join the UTA. I did reenlist. He was now serving with the very people who had dragged others like him—people that he had served with—off of the streets and habitats, most of them never to be seen again.

      “It’s not what you think, Jadakar,” Carl tried again. “There’s a new program now. It’s called the Exalted.”

      “Frack your new program!” Jadakar roared as he jumped forwards like an animal . . . straight towards Carl

      “CORPORAL!”

      There was a sudden roar as a shadow jumped in the way between them. It was Abrams, Carl’s Pillarman lieutenant, and he was trying to save his corporal from harm.

      But even a marine who was as trained as Abrams was—and who was as large as Abrams was—was apparently no match for an out-of-date mutant WarDog.

      Carl snarled as he saw Jadakar bat his hands, casting Abrams aside in an instant and flinging him across the launch bay.

      “Back!” Carl managed to roar. He jumped back himself, spreading out his arms. “Everyone back! I got this. I know him!”

      The rest of the assembled scattered to the sides of the room. Tucker and Mendiata rushed to where Abrams had slid to a halt to check him for injuries. Beresford Jones appeared to not be willing to throw himself between two WarDogs at any time of the day.

      Which left Carl and Jadakar slowly pacing around each other before the nose of the speed yacht, breathing and panting heavily as each battled the chemicals that threatened to tear apart their humanity.

      “You think I want to go back there!?” Jadakar spat at Carl. “After how the Terrans treated me? You think I don’t curse the Terrans every time I wake up in the morning!?”

      Carl licked his lips, struggling to keep it together himself. “Look, Jadakar, I know. I know what you mean.”

      “Like frack you do! They turned me into this, this monster! Then they called me a criminal just for existing!” Jadakar’s howl was full of anguish, despair, and rage.

      “I know, Jadakar. They did the same thing to me. Join the Pillarmen or get sent to the Facility . . .” Carl started to say.

      He omitted the fact that he ended up being sent to the Facility anyway a few tours later. It turned out that the Facility where WarDogs were disappeared to was the name for the training and testing laboratory for the new Exalted WarDogs.

      “Then why didn’t you fight?!” Jadakar howled at him, closing the distance to flash out a hand.

      Which Carl had seen coming a mile off. Maybe it was his much better training or the fact that he had the improved WarDog serum running through his veins, but his eyes clocked the tiny changes in Jadakar’s stance, the gentle shift in weight, and he knew where the next attack would be coming from already.

      Carl ducked, allowing the fist to rush past his head.

      Followed by a knee or kick . . . Carl was thinking, spinning to one side as Jadakar did exactly that.

      “I’m not your enemy!” Carl said, turning back to shove Jadakar on the shoulders with force but not with malice. The fighter stumbled to one side, skidding before turning with a sudden roar and a snarl.

      “No!?” his old friend questioned. “Well, you know what I learned a long time ago?”

      Carl was making small, placating motions with his hands in the air, and he hoped that Jadakar would notice them. “I was with you on 4-9-3 Planet at the Siege of Malfar, man. Come on,” he was saying quickly.

      “I learned that the problem wasn’t just our superior officers.” Jadakar was ignoring him.

      “Remember who you were!” Carl was saying. “Remember the green seas of Valmaris!”

      “The problem is the whole damn UTA!” Jadakar said, jumping forwards.

      Carl turned, sliding to one side as he struck out a leg, intending to trip his old team mate up.

      But somehow, Jadakar had managed to land nearer than Carl had estimated. Suddenly, there was a hand around his neck grabbing his windpipe, and there was a snarl as Jadakar lifted.

      “Urk!”

      Carl felt his entire body react as anger and rage flooded through his system. Even if there was a part of them both that was WarDog, that had come from the same place, now the alien virus inside of his body was awake to the fact that he was being attacked.

      The Pillarman WarDog felt the pressure on his neck, and he felt the crushing strength of the man who had always been stronger than he was, and he felt pain race up through his brain as his oxygen was cut off.

      And his boots lifted off the floor.

      “Jad!” Carl managed to cough, but he could no longer speak any intelligible words or breathe. He saw Jadakar’s face close to his, below him now as he raised him in the air, and Jadakar’s face was a mask of primal fury.

      “If you’re UTA, you’re the enemy!” Jadakar was saying as black spots appeared in the edges of Carl’s vision. He was aware that Jadakar was slowly and certainly choking the life out of him. He was also aware that there was movement out there.

      Jadakar was pulling something from his belt. A tool. Something metallic, which the mutant man who had been his friend would certainly be able to punch through his skull or use to rip open his belly, should he wish.

      There was movement beyond as well. The rest of the Pillarmen were running forwards. They didn’t have their weapons that had been taken off of them, but Carl knew that they had their suits, their fists.

      Even in their suits, he didn’t bet on their chances against a WarDog as ferocious as Jadakar had been.

      No. Stop!

      But then, just as Carl heard himself starting to croak for air, and his vision blurred, he remembered the xenocraft. The connection.

      There is a part of us that is the same.

      There was a part of Carl—the xenovirus consciousness itself—that was also the same alien consciousness inside of Jadakar. There was a shadow of feeling inside the alien consciousness that did not want to kill its own. That saw them both as worthy carriers of its legacy.

      No . . .

      Family . . .

      “Stop.”

      Carl opened his mouth and whispered the final word, coming from that place where they were both the same. He spoke with the voice of the virus itself. He was the virus, reaching out to a fellow symbiote host and telling it . . .

      No. We are family.

      And amazingly, he saw Jadakar’s pupils widen as he staggered back, and his arm lost all strength in an instant. Carl dropped to the floor, his head pounding with pain as blood rushed into it, and he was coughing and gagging. Blows rained on Jadakar from the others, and his friend was being neutralized.

      “No. No, wait. Don’t hurt him,” Carl managed to cough and whisper. He heaved great lungfuls of burning breath, but it was already too late. Jadakar had been hauled to his side, there was blood running from a blow to his temple, and Abrams was sitting on his back while Mendiata and Tucker held onto his arms.

      “Cuffs! Restraints! You must have something, Beresford!” Abrams was shouting. The gunrunner did indeed prove to have something. Metal cuffs were produced and placed around Jadakar’s wrists before he was hauled to his feet once more.

      “No, you don’t understand,” Carl was whispering as he managed to get himself back to his knees. His voice was raw and painful, and his whole body felt like it had been put through a press.

      “He’s a WarDog. That was just a rage spasm. When he learns to control it . . .” Carl was saying, and then he realized what he had witnessed. He had just seen the Pillarmen team doing exactly what they always did, which was to neutralize and disable mutant WarDogs just like that.

      How many others have you held down like that, bleeding and confused!? Carl was thinking, his feelings a churning chaos of guilt, anger, regret, and sympathy. He knew that he couldn’t allow Jadakar to jeopardize their mission, but this? This was too much.

      “Carl?” Jadakar was starting to wake up. Beresford was rushing forward with what looked like an injector gun in his hands.

      “We have this on hand for when he loses it,” the gunrunner was saying as he jabbed Jadakar’s neck several times with the injector.

      Carl saw his friend’s eyes fog and go bleary while the tranquilizers took effect.

      How many times did the military do the exact same to me at the end of a battle? Carl was thinking. He felt traumatized that this man, his friend, had fled the war and all of the people that he had thought responsible—the UTA—only to have the same thing replicated out here, the same abuse, over and over.

      They think he’s just another monster. They think he needs to be controlled.

      Weirdly, Carl knew that he had never had as much respect from others as he did now, among the Pillarmen team. He had never been treated more like a human than he had with these people, who were now treating his friend just like a dangerous animal.

      “We can’t use him now. Not for the piloting,” Beresford said. Other large, burly smugglers were rushing into the launch bay to grab a hold of his friend and start to haul him out.

      “We can fly it ourselves,” Tucker said with certainty. “We don’t need your Dog.”

      Jadakar, Carl tried to say. His name is Jadakar.

      All of a sudden, just like that—it was over. His old war colleague and fellow WarDog was lifted and hauled off, leaving the angry Pillarmen behind, negotiating with the gun smuggler just how they were going to complete their mission.

      “We’re not even an hour away now. My ship is beginning its final approach to Palacian System 01,” Beresford was saying.

      And I feel like a complete fraud, Carl was thinking as he sat back down on the floor, his head in his hands.
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      Chancellor’s Buildings, Arcadia, Palacian Space

      

      “Two up ahead on the right,” Lieutenant Archer breathed as they rounded the stairwell and hunkered by the corner.

      They had crept through the bowels of the Chancellor’s Buildings, choosing what appeared to be the quieter passageways and service routes. They found the place mostly deserted.

      Well, deserted of human life anyway, the duke-general thought. He recalled some of the windows that they had passed. Down here, under the surface of Arcadia, the chancellor had built entire levels and floors of laboratories and strange, arcane factories.

      All of it, at the moment, ghostly quiet.

      The duke-general and Lieutenant Archer had passed by entire levels where the metal doorways held windows that filtered a greasy, sick-looking, green-colored light. Upon investigating, Archer and Greer had found rooms which appeared covered in a variety of different xeno experiments. The small windows had revealed entire rooms filled with the strange, green-and-metal-scale fungal growths, as well as semi-clean laboratories, where the alien glow came from giant glass tubes filled with throbbing amalgams of metal and lichen.

      It was where Vareilla had perfected his synthesis of xenovirus to Palacian tech, Greer was certain.

      He was also pretty sure that it counted as the number one threat to the Queen’s Buildings and to Arcadia itself. He wasn’t an expert on the alien invader—no one was apart from Vareilla, it appeared. But Greer was certain that as soon as the virus managed to get out of those rooms and off those ships to infect the general Arcadian planet—then they were done for.

      Each and every one of those laboratories was vacuum sealed, he noted. He held his breath and crouched, nodding at Archer to take the lead.

      “On me,” the close combat lieutenant whispered, and he saw her take a breath, her eyes narrow in the taut concentration of one well-trained in combat, and then . . .

      She exploded into action, taking the final three steps up to the small lobby area in a heartbeat, her feet hitting the floor as she took one stride, another . . .

      And Greer was following her, jumping up the stairs behind her to see a room that was a small, guarded entrance lobby to the lower levels of the Chancellor’s Buildings. There was a control booth, two doors, a window that looked out onto a section of the castle grounds, and two surprised-looking Palacian royal guards turning in alarm at the sudden injection of a close combat marine into their proximity.

      Well, to say two is perhaps an overstatement, Greer considered as one of the royal guards was already falling backwards after a sharp slap of energy from Archer’s stunner sent them slamming into the small desk.

      The other royal guard was turning, pulling up a rifle from his side . . .

      And the duke-general was upon him, slapping the rifle down with the palm of his hand, using the other to grab the man’s mouth. Luckily, none of them were wearing their helmet visors, but they did have their royal guard suits on. These were not as large or as cumbersome as a full heavy tactical suit, but it would have proven difficult for Greer, who was using his fists alone, to defeat them.

      He settled for trying to stop the alarm from getting out instead. He increased his grip on the guard’s mouth, at the same time hissing commands.

      “Stand down! You know who I am! I am the duke-general! And I order you to stand down!”

      The royal guard was well trained, it seemed, because instead of obeying his command, the guard instead slammed the butt of the rifle into Greer’s unprotected stomach.

      “Ooof!” Greer staggered backwards a few paces, coughing, before looking up to see that the royal guard had spluttered, raised the rifle, and was drawing a deep, ragged breath to call for help.

      FZT!

      Just as Archer turned her stunner on him too. The royal guard looked strangely confused for a moment before taking a wobbly step and crumpling to the ground.

      Then there was silence once again in the small room. Archer and Greer looked at each other, their eyes wide, expecting the sound of alarms.

      But none came.

      “Okay, move!” Greer said in an instant, grabbing the feet of the nearest royal guard and hauling him back behind the desk as Archer moved the other. They considered for a brief moment whether to tie them up, but then decided against it.

      “Our cover will be blown as soon as anyone comes to shift change or check on them anyway,” Greer said. His hand hovered over the nearest rifle, then reached down to grasp it.

      “We only fire live rounds at the Fomorians, understand?” he growled.

      “Of course, duke-general, sir,” Archer said, already moving to the nearest metal door.

      “No. The window,” Greer said. “I know a way.”

      Just like that, the pair was moving. Archer used the scrambler device to break the window’s locks. Greer levered it open, and they slipped over the edge and into the warm Arcadian night. It was warmer, strangely, out here than it had been down in the cells. He raised his head to see the tall shoulders of the castle buildings around him, and the scattering yellow fuzz of stars against the blanket of night far, far beyond. Most of those small sparkles of light glittered and moved fast. He realized that he was looking at Arcadia’s large network of security and communication satellites.

      Any ten of which could be royal drones, taking live footage of us right now, Greer thought as he shook himself, tried to forget that he was now free—and concentrated on where he had to go.

      “Across. To the Telemar trees,” he said gruffly, nodding towards two very tall and very golden-looking trees that stood grand and vast, right next to an older stone part of the castle itself with actual peaked slate roofs.

      “The old chapel,” Greer breathed. His and Archer’s feet pounded across the short grass and over the crunch of gravel paths, and the rest of the Palace Complex hovered into view.

      The complex was a huge collection of buildings, most of which were connected to each other through wings and hallways and arches, but it had several stand-alone domes and small stone buildings too. Snaking around and in between them all were well-laid and maintained green gardens with wider, packed paths leading from the barracks to practice grounds and large courtyards near the exterior walls.

      It was a place that Greer hadn’t spent as much time in as he might have liked. The pomp and ceremony of castles made him feel distinctly uncomfortable. But it was still a place that he knew. He had led entire processions along these paths, as well as spent many hours in private talks with all levels of Arcadian society in and around these buildings.

      I taught Maya how to ride a horse in those practice grounds, he remembered. The older man’s heart clutched at the threat that he thought must be surrounding the young queen.

      Maya Oceanus was young, barely into her early twenties, and yet had already proven to be a fierce and resolute leader. She hadn’t hesitated to respond when the Terrans had attacked one of their military bases. She hadn’t ceased in pushing the Palacian cause further into the Frontier Systems at every opportunity, and she had responded proactively at every stage of the conflict to show the UTA that any aggression would not be tolerated.

      But who was responsible for the attack on the peace talks at Harmony? Greer wondered. Or the direct long-range strike against the Terran inner system world?

      They had been bold moves, Greer had understood. But he hadn’t respected them, and on any other planet across the Frontier, they would have ended the conflict in a complete and final manner.

      However, in the context of this war, they had only prolonged it.

      And that has a whiff of Vareilla about them, Greer had to think, as he crossed the ground to stand underneath the giant Telemar trees.

      “Sir?” Archer breathed. There still hadn’t been any alarms from behind them, and so they had to assume that perhaps the overwhelmed royal guards hadn’t yet been found.

      “It’s the old chapel, Lieutenant,” Greer said as he paused by the trunks of the giant trees. They shaded an old door made of actual wood, the sill and locks all clad in metal.

      “The old queen was a regular here, and we used to bring the younger Maya here too. It leads directly to their residence.” Greer nodded for Archer to raise her electronic scrambler, which she did, placing it on the door seal.

      FZT!

      There was a sudden flash of brilliant electric light and a dull, muffled beep as the door shuddered, then swung open, accompanied by the faint smell of burning wires and ozone.

      “On me, Lieutenant,” Greer said, raising his rifle as he stepped into the room beyond—to find that it was a stone chapel. Actual old flagstones, not the smooth and crystal-veined marbles and polystone of the rest of the castle. They had entered through a side door, revealing long wooden pews on one side of the room that led to a low table. There stood a gold cup, a golden statue of a woman, and a whole variety of other implements laying all over the table, indicating a range of religious beliefs.

      “The old queen was a reformed expansionist,” Greer muttered under his breath, not that he expected Archer to know the reference. Now, most of the younger people had eschewed religion entirely or instead believed in strange, new, and psychedelic cults.

      There was a door at the back of the room, metal this time, which Greer knew would lead up to the Queen’s Apartments.

      “Sir?” Archer said.

      “Yes?”

      “This all seems very . . . easy?” Archer was saying as Greer crossed to the far end at the door and waited. He was about to nod at Archer to once again use her electronic scrambler when he realized that there was something different about the door.

      It was already ajar.

      What? Greer, for the first time since his imprisonment, felt a deep shock of fear run through him. He hadn’t even felt this at the time when Lord Vareilla had shown him the Speaker living right there, contained on Arcadian soil.

      Then, the duke-general had only felt anger, but now, he felt a real threat.

      “Maya!” he gasped in horror. He slammed open the door to see the small guard room on the other side empty. There was the guard booth, and there was even the weapons locker and the control board—but there was no royal guard standing there, as there should always have been.

      There were the narrow stone stairs leading up, that could only lead their way upwards one at a time. The duke-general sprang up them without any memory of his previous injuries.

      He knew that the old chapel was a weakness in the queen’s defenses—but that was because the old chapel was guarded and watched at all times by her elite guard. There were supposed to be hardwire trips that led straight to the Royal Marines.

      Greer had decided not to tell Archer any of this. But there was no way that there should not be a guard on duty at the residence of the queen. Not unless . . .

      “He got to her first!” Greer hissed as he reached the first landing. He found where the corridor stretched to the right and the left and the stairs continued going up. Here, the floor tiles were smooth, shiny, and checkered, and there should have been another guard station.

      Only there wasn’t.

      And that wasn’t the only thing that was wrong either. The smooth and shiny tiles—just a small symbol of the opulence and extravagance that the old queen demanded—were marred.

      They were covered with a fine, lacy layer of something textured and dark. Like the creep of a moss but less than an inch high.

      “Xenovirus!” Greer snarled, jumping back from the stain that had spread over some of the tiles, following their cracks.

      “Don’t step on it! Don’t let it touch you!” the duke-general said. He turned to the stone stairwell leading up and continued his climb. This way led directly to the top of the queen’s residence where her private studies and work rooms were located. It took Greer a few moments before he realized that there was more of the same xenovirus on the walls of the stairwell leading upwards.

      If anything, this was where it appeared to be coming from.

      “Ack!” Greer hissed in disgust, suddenly folding his shoulders in and hunching as much as he was able. He indicated the patches of the strange, cilia-like moss that was spreading over the walls and stairs. He had to slow his crazed assault, stepping carefully as he went up, and up, lifting his head.

      To see that up ahead, there was a dull, greenish, almost sickly glow coming from the top of the stairs.

      “My queen!” Greer hissed as his heart leaped. Internally, he thought, “Maya!”

      He took the stairs as fast as he was able to without touching any of the remaining xenovirus and found the doorway was already open onto the queen’s private rooms.

      And he saw Queen Maya herself—or at least, what the queen he had known had now become.
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      Outer Orbit, Arcadia

      

      “Pillarmen, get ready for launch.” The words of Abrams sounded over Carl’s suit-to-suit comms, but weirdly doubled, as the larger lieutenant sat only about two feet away in the small and cramped speed yacht.

      “You sure you got this, Tucker?” Mendiata hissed, earning a disgruntled cough from Abrams, but she only snickered. The Pillarman team were crammed into a vehicle that was already small but made smaller by the fact that they were all wearing their full tactical suits.

      Inside, Carl could see around him a set of six seats occupying two sides of the central chamber. There was no clear distinction between this chamber and where Specialist Tucker, the pilot, was sitting up front.

      At the rear of the room, there was a wider space that led to the entrance/exit docking port and the engines. The walls around them were curved upwards and supported with thick, reinforced girders.

      This whole thing was designed to be as fast as possible, Carl was thinking with a sigh. Not that he wasn’t used to speed. He was. He had been thrown out of dropships at low heights and had been in dogfights in the burning skies over war-torn planets.

      But if I am gonna enter the atmosphere of a hostile planet, I wouldn’t mind having a bit more armor plating! he thought wryly as he tightened the webbing straps, and Abrams lifted his head.

      “The rocket-assist packs are behind us. Beresford Jones says that we’re coming up to the launch. I’m putting it on the main screens,” Abrams said, gesturing to his wrist controls. There was an abrupt flare of light in the air above their heads, and holographic images displayed what was going on outside the speed yacht—and outside the transport ship of the Beresford Gang itself.

      There, ahead of them, was the dome of a blue-and-green planet with a haze of yellowing white over its arc. The bright, golden glitter of city lights spread across one side of its dark continents.

      “Arcadia . . .” Carl whispered and felt the thrum of excitement and fear run through him and the cabin. His WarDog senses were fine-tuned to such things. More than once he had thought that he was able to pick up greater sensations than many others, whether there was stress, anger, or fury pregnant in a room.

      Now, however, it was obvious why the UTA crew of the speed yacht would feel such things. Right there before them was the enemy homeworld. A place no Terran had visited for what must have been over ten years.

      Arcadia was a place that was roundly cursed, scolded, and mocked in Terran society. It was the colony world that dissident Terrans fled to. It was the place from which a thousand attacks had been launched against them. It was the place, the citizens of the UTA were led to believe, that was ruled over by a tyrannical dictatorship. A society run by the elite, where everyone else was as good as slaves.

      Or at least, that was what the vox pops and the main media channels in UTA systems said about the enemy kingdom. Yet Carl also knew that there were just as many secret hankerings for Arcadian life, although those views were always kept quiet and whispered among comrades and trusted friends.

      People saw Arcadia as a way out, maybe, Carl thought—only he was not the sort of person who could ever agree.

      Carl had fought the Palacians too often. He had fought the Fomorians too often . . .

      “Get ready, folks!” the piped voice of distant Beresford Jones abruptly sounded. Carl once again concentrated on the image ahead.

      
        
        Warning! Multiple network sensor sweeps detected . . .

      

      

      The speed yacht’s computers were linked up to their personal suits, so Carl picked up the message from the tiny ship as everything was hit by the wave of Palacian interference and scans.

      On the holos in the air, there was movement, at first hard to discern because the quality of the projected hologram was nothing like the actual ship sensors, but Carl could tell that he was looking at ships.

      There were vessels traversing the low orbit of Arcadia itself, and Carl felt his teeth start to tighten. A fast three-vessel flight. Exactly the sort of thing you’d expect from a military patrol.

      But then, more vessels and stellar objects came into view. In the distance, just beginning to make planet rise, was a large, glittering platform that looked vaguely like an hourglass: a central spike with smaller bright lights shooting up and down it and two larger, bulbous platforms attached.

      “That has got to be the Near Orbit Station,” Abrams confirmed. “I’ve seen security briefs on it. It controls all traffic going on and off planet.”

      Carl wasn’t surprised. One of the first stages for any interstellar civilization was the creation of a near space port in high orbit around the homeworld, which would effectively reduce transport times and increase efficiency thousandfold.

      And then, around it, he could make out the host of smaller flying vehicles rushing back and forth. Some were the slower, more cumbersome transport vehicles while others were undoubtedly single-person flights, military patrols, or satellite drones.

      “Well, there she is,” Mendiata sighed. “The big ol’ beast herself.”

      Again, there was another scowl from Abrams, but the lieutenant said nothing to reprimand her. At this point, when they were the only UTA people to ever get this near and would probably have everyone in the system coming for them the moment that they were discovered, Carl thought that Mendiata was being quite restrained.

      “Local Authority to Beresford Dynamics!” A voice was heard over the speed yacht’s computers, connected as it was to the larger gunrunner’s ship.

      “Please state your business and authorization code . . .”

      “Beresford Dynamics, A1-23-09-jah-79-3. We’re on a routine haul down to Capital. We got ore and goods from Frontier 28,” they heard Beresford say. The line went quiet for a second.

      “Repeat, Beresford Dynamics. We have your clearance,” the words of some distant Palacian customs or orbital official came back. Then the image of the distant space was swimming closer. Carl flinched as the holo showed the three patrol vessels swoop overhead and past them as they drew closer to the planet.

      “How the frack did he pull that one?” Tucker whispered from the cockpit before the words of Captain Jones himself came back over the ship comms.

      “Didn’t I tell you? I’m a bona fide registered trading vessel! Things are very different out here than they are in the UTA. Out here, the Palacians actively travel and trade with the Frontier systems. Anyone who has a reputable business can do trade with the Palacian worlds—even us Frontier rats.”

      Yeah, Carl was thinking—but just how trusted and reputable are you? Wouldn’t the Palacian Intelligence already have flagged you as a gunrunner, or worse yet, a possible double agent?

      The wait, for the WarDog and the other Pillarmen soldiers, was almost excruciating. Stuck inside a ship without any weapons and inside another ship, none of them had any way that they could defend themselves or fight back if anything went wrong. They were entirely at the mercy of the Beresford Gang, who were at the mercy of the Palacians.

      It was not the sort of situation that a trained WarDog like Carl found easy at all. He sat in the chair with his hands gripping the armrests as he ground his teeth in frustration. If there was only something that he could do rather than be a sitting duck waiting to be shot . . .

      “Okay, flyboys. Get ready for launch!” Carl’s internal monologue was disrupted by the sudden interruption of Beresford Jones’ voice. On the holo overhead, Arcadia was much, much closer now, so large that it almost filled the entire viewing space.

      “Not going to lie. This isn’t exactly going to be a great journey for you. I just hope that you guys are as good at piloting as everybody says you are!” There was a mischievous cackle from the other end of the line before the first reverberation shook them. Suddenly the planet of Arcadia completely filled the holo vision.

      Ahead of them, the holo showed nothing but the yellowish haze of the upper atmosphere, dotted with the fast-moving specks of glittering, glowing satellites.

      “We must be entering trajectory,” Tucker said from ahead of them as the yellow haze filled everything, blanketing the holo with nothing but opaque murk.

      Another tremor shook the entire craft, and this time there was a strong wobble as the large ship attempted reentry.

      If seen from outside, viewers might have seen vast rocket thrusters starting to fire at the forward, blocky nose of Beresford’s transporter, slowing down their descent as they burned through the upper atmosphere. There were flashes of iridescent green and blue as the mesosphere was ignited off of their hull and movement.

      Entry through an atmosphere to a planet’s surface was always hazardous and always a little concerning—even in the late twenty-second century. The entire craft shook and tremored as it fought the gravity well and the vast structural forces that were applying themselves to the ship’s metal plates and beams. It fired forward rockets, slowing the fall, and at the same time, a burning corona of igniting gasses glared around it like a halo.

      It was impressive, it was vast—but it was also an everyday occurrence both for the atmosphere of Arcadia and for transporter ships. The mercenary pilots that Beresford Jones had hired were tough and pragmatic, adjusting their controls and pulling the fuel injector levers in perfect timing even while they shook and trembled their way towards the surface.

      “Ready to go! Launching in three, two, one . . .” Beresford was hooting, calling out in apparent glee as lights rapidly flickered on in front of Tucker.

      
        
        Launch status: Ready . . .

        Transporter launch procedure initiating . . .

      

      

      Automated protocols were flickering on all across the speed yacht. Their forward windows showed a metal arm moving across, disappearing overhead.

      CLUNK.

      Heavy, scraping noises were heard reverberating throughout the vessel. They all felt the yacht jolt and then slide forward. The doors opened, revealing a launch tube—at the end of which was a burning mess.

      “We’re being chucked out into that?” Mendiata breathed as the yacht moved forward into the launch tube to finally rest on its own flight rails.

      
        
        Awaiting launch doors . . .

        Rear doors closing . . .

      

      

      “That’s the middle atmosphere,” Tucker said. “We need to get inside the atmosphere before we even have a chance of evading orbital scanners. The only problem we’re going to have is that yachts are designed to skate the surface of the atmosphere, not cut straight through it. That, and the fact that as soon as we break into normal airspace, we’ll be pinging every security sensor that the ground-based radar will have.”

      “You could have told us this before!” Mendiata said. There were more grinding noises from behind them.

      “Well, there’s not much we can do about it—this yacht doesn’t even have any weapons,” Abrams growled as the ship sensors barked.

      
        
        Launch is GO! GO! GO!

      

      

      The doors behind them had closed. Ahead of them was the burning corona of the larger ship.

      Carl felt his alien chemicals kick in as he bared his teeth and suppressed a growl.

      Tucker was kicking his feet, and suddenly the yacht was surging forwards, racing towards the burning future, shooting through the small launch tube in an instant as the wall metals flashed by beside them.

      And they were out. Surrounded by flames and fire as the speed yacht shook and trembled.

      “Whoa!” Tucker snarled. Carl felt his stomach churn, and the yacht spun, started to roll.

      “We’re getting out of the descent curve,” Tucker hissed as the yacht spun again. Carl knew what that meant—that they had to make it out of the giant vortex of fire and force that their mother ship had created, and that it would be a choppy ride.

      The speed yacht shook and trembled, tumbling for a moment through the storms of fire before the flames were suddenly gone, but the shaking and reverberations were not.

      Their tiny, cramped craft was cutting through the clouds. Carl strained to look ahead, and all that he could see was a tumbling maelstrom of mist.

      “Urgh!” Tucker was fighting to control the yacht. It would violently rock to one side and then the next, cutting across to speed and spin downwards, and then . . .

      Bang. Without warning, they were clear.

      The tumult had ended, but Carl couldn’t make sense of what he was seeing as he peered around Tucker’s shoulder and out of the front windows.

      It was dark, but there was also the glitter of lights ahead of them and stretching out in a line upwards.

      Human lights, he realized. He was looking at a city or a town. The rest of the landscape was mostly dark, oddly striated here and there, or darker in other areas to almost pitch black.

      The lights had to be the stretch of houses or guard towers or roads perhaps.

      But if they were straight ahead, doesn’t that mean that we are heading straight for the ground? Carl realized. He heard Tucker grunt once again in frustration as he worked to try and haul the speed yacht up.

      “Come on!” Mendiata shouted, realizing the same thing that Carl had, and the lights of the roadway seemed to stretch before them, grow more distance between them, and then . . .

      They were racing clear, flying ahead on a dead level line with gray, churning clouds over them, and the distant yellow glow of a city ahead of them.

      They had made it. They had somehow made it into Arcadian airspace, the homeworld of their enemy.
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      Capital City, Arcadia Eastern Hemisphere

      
        
        Updating local navigation settings . . .

      

      

      The yacht’s computers chimed as they sought to take information from the local satellites and landmarks. The holo field overhead changed, flashing into a vector map of the geography, showing the distant spikes of buildings on the horizon up ahead of them—a flatter land to the left and the broken rise of hills to the right.

      They were essentially flying down a coastal edge, following a major road towards the capital city.

      “Where’s the Beresford transport? Are they ahead of us?” Mendiata asked.

      “Doesn’t matter. We need a fix on the royal palace,” Abrams confirmed. All of a sudden, there was a blare of alarms across the ship.

      
        
        EMERGENCY BROADCAST!

      

      

      The speed yacht’s internal sensors snarled with an automated voice that no one had heard before.

      “I can’t stop it. It broke through the messaging filters!” Tucker said.

      
        
        UNKNOWN CRAFT APPROACHING CAPITAL. TURN ASIDE IMMEDIATELY. REPORT YOUR AUTHORIZATION . . .

      

      

      “Holy stars, they are quick!” Mendiata gasped as Carl started to feel the rise of anger inside of him once again. He didn’t like this. They had already alerted the planet-side security, and they had no idea where the castle was. What were the chances they were going to make it?

      “Trying to find a fix on the castle, but it’s encrypted,” Tucker was saying, one hand on the flight sticks. The other hand was flying through the holocontrols at his side, running the codes and the algorithms that he needed in order to break the local geo-encryption.

      
        
        UNKNOWN CRAFT. YOU ARE VIOLATING CAPITAL AND ARCADIAN AIRSPACE. IF YOU DO NOT COMPLY, YOU WILL BE FIRED UPON . . .

      

      

      “Tucker . . . ?” Abrams snarled, his own frustration rising.

      Their ship had no guns. It barely had any defenses at all. It wouldn’t be a battle or a fight. It would be a bloodbath.

      “I’m working on it! Any moment!” Tucker was saying.

      “I’ll get the rocket harnesses,” Carl said, knowing that if there was no other way out of here, then they could at least jump ship. They might last longer out there on the field then being shot at up here.

      There was a chime from Tucker’s control boards.

      
        
        Decryption successful!

      

      

      “Got it!” he crowed, just as there was a flare of light from off to their left, a sudden burst from the ground.

      “They’re firing at us!” Tucker said.

      Carl had already unbuckled his safety belt and was lunging towards where the rack of ungainly rocket harnesses was stowed. Then Tucker threw the speed yacht into a tight turn.

      Carl reacted as the craft around him spun. He jumped, grabbed onto the girders as they fell to one side.

      And there was a harsh reverberation as something very large visibly flashed past the forward windows.

      “It’s a missile. We’ve got ground-based missiles firing at us!” Tucker hissed, throwing their speed yacht lower and turning them quickly once again.

      Carl held on for dear life. There was not much more that they could do with the excessive g-force pushing and pulling at them one way or another. Tucker wrestled with the flight controls, throwing them low over where there was a dark mass of trees before suddenly lifting their nose up.

      “Urk!” Carl was flung from his perch, slamming into the back of the yacht as they climbed, gaining acceleration.

      And then descended quickly with a fast turn.

      “Whoa!” Carl started to fly forwards.

      Abrams snatched at his shoulder, grabbing him before he could slam into Tucker in the flight chair.

      The speed yacht was turning . . .

      “BRACE!” Tucker yelled as there was another flash across the cockpit windows. It was another missile, and a moment later, there came a bloom of orange fire from the trees below. It had only just missed them.

      “We can’t sustain this. Get the booster packs!” Abrams said, and Carl moved, grabbing the bulky, X-harness packs with their small booster rockets in place, attached to the belts. He threw his own on—put your own life belt on first—before throwing Abrams the next, then Mendiata, and then . . .

      “Tucker!” Carl hissed as Abrams and Mendiata were already buckling their booster packs on.

      How was he going to get his on when he was still flying the speed yacht?

      “I’m going to try and get us out of direct fire, then I’ll . . .” Tucker sounded confused. “I’ll make it somehow. The rest of you go. I’m pinging the castle coordinates to your suits.”

      “Lieutenant?” Carl asked. He saw the large man hanging onto the door briefly, looking grimly backwards before nodding. In that moment, it was decided. Carl saw the understanding spread through the lieutenant and felt it spread through everyone in the room.

      Specialist Tucker had made his choice. They had a mission to do, and they would not endanger the mission.

      Time paused . . . before collapsing back into nonstop action once again as Abrams barked.

      “On me, low-orbit jump. Make it to the forest, regroup when we’re down. We have no idea how many unfriendlies we will face.”

      Unfriendlies? Carl was thinking. They were the only UTA soldiers on an entire enemy planet.

      “Opening doors,” Tucker said.

      There was another warning blare from the speed yacht’s main computers. Some automated Palacian voice was warning them that they were now being fired upon.

      Great. They’re telling us that they want to shoot us down, Carl was thinking. A blast of air hit him as the rear door opened, revealing a racing landscape of dark trees in the background and underneath them. Everything was whipping by so fast that it was impossible for Carl to see anything but a carpet of black.

      “Ready. Go!” Abrams said, not pausing as he took one stride and then another before launching into the air, legs scissoring as he appeared to hang for a moment—and then Carl saw the flare of the booster flames at his hips just before Abrams disappeared from sight.

      “Carl, move it!” Mendiata said, turning to give him one last worried look before leaping into the air after Abrams, her booster pack flaring as she shot off across the trees.

      Which only left Carl, turning to glance at Specialist Tucker.

      No one left behind. First in, last out, his old Infantry Battalion slogan echoed in his head. His mutant xeno WarDog chemicals were already firing, forcing everything to slow down around him.

      “Sebastian—go!” Tucker was shouting as he tried to hold the speed yacht steady and low as it raced over the treetops.

      Carl was torn. He knew the necessity of the mission ahead. But he couldn’t just stand there. He had seen far too many people already die around him, way too many comrades fall when the needs of the mission demanded it.

      “Carl, stars damn it, don’t be a hero. Just go!” Tucker was saying, but Carl had already made his choice.

      “I have a plan,” Carl said and was already running down the central aisle to Tucker’s chair.

      It wasn’t a very good plan, Carl had to admit, but it was a plan. Maybe it felt like a better plan because he was currently in the grip of strong waves of mutant chemicals, making him feel powerful, strong, and unstoppable.

      “Carl—what are you doing!?” Tucker yelled as Carl wrapped his arms around the pilot, hit the technical specialist’s webbing release catch, and lifted him boldly out of the seat.

      “Carl—no!” Tucker howled as the speed yacht immediately started to dip.

      But the WarDog was already turning, burning his extra reserves of strength as he powered his legs towards the open door, heading for the glitter of stars and satellites as the speed yacht started to upend. There was no one at the flight handles. No one controlling the powerful thrusters, the delicate aerofoils of this vulnerable craft . . .

      Carl ran, using all of his strength as he held onto Tucker in a bear hug, holding the specialist and his heavy tactical suit up before him as his boots clanged on the metal aisle once, twice, and then . . .

      He was flinging himself forward into the air, one arm clamping down hard on the technical specialist against his chest at the same time as the other slapped the controls on his waist.

      “Caaaarl!!” Tucker, the usually moribund and reserved technical specialist cried out as suddenly, they were both thrown forwards over the dark terrain, the rockets at Carl’s hip flaring and firing, throwing them further to skim over the treetops.

      Behind them, the speed yacht shot forwards another hundred feet or so before its uncontrolled nose dipped and smashed into the first tops of the reaching coniferous trees. As soon as it had plowed into their heights, the end was inevitable. The speed yacht flipped, turning on its axis as it started to pivot and spin—and then crash into the tree line, carving a sharp arc through the trees as it slammed into the ground, only to explode a few moments later in a giant plume of flame and dark, greasy smoke.

      For Carl and Tucker, however, they did not have the luxury of witnessing the destruction of their transport. They managed to fly for approximately two seconds before they, too, were crashing into the tops of the fir trees.

      “Rarrgh!” The WarDog tried to hold on for as long as he could, but the chaos and mayhem were too much. In an instant, he was being overturned and thrown aside as branches whipped and snapped about him, plucking the technical specialist from his arms and forcing them apart.

      
        
        Pillarman Exalted Heavy Tactical Suit //: (Cpl) SEBASTIAN, C . . .

        // Suit impact!

        // Multiple impacts detected / Leg, chest, back, shoulder plates . . .

      

      

      Carl was hit and battered on all sides by the branches as he tumbled and fell, his booster rockets cutting off in a moment. He could feel the impacts and hear the alerts from his own suit as he was beaten on all sides, but he didn’t feel any pain. The enhanced suit held multiple reinforced plates all across its body, with rubber shock absorbers and pressure technologies that Carl had no name for, meaning that none of the pain was transferred to his actual body.

      Either that or his mutant chemicals were running too strong throughout his body for him to pay any attention.

      Either way, in the next moment, Carl had completely lost where Specialist Tucker was, and he was crashing through the branches of a tree, unsure which way was up or down as he held his arms over his visor.

      
        
        // Suit impact! / All areas . . .

      

      

      He managed to catch a branch with his chest, crying out as he was folded over it, flipping to crash into a bower of leaves, and slamming through that too to finally find his place on the forest floor.

      Carl saw stars. Pain rippled through him finally, and then he saw blackness.

      The WarDog had made it to the surface of the enemy planet.
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      “Urk!?” Carl coughed and gasped as he struggled to work out whether he was alive or dead.

      Alive, he realized with not a little chagrin. He didn’t think that deadness came with so many aches and pains.

      He opened his eyes once again, blinked, saw that there was darkness all around and before him. But the shadows were a little lighter above. He was lying on his back and looking upwards at something.

      The sway of broken branches and treetops, the WarDog realized. He was lying on his back, almost half a foot deep in leaf litter and mud, and there was a ragged hole in the canopy above which he must have fallen almost directly through.

      “Urrrgh . . .” he groaned. His head pounded with a headache. He pulled himself up into a seated position, for his head to continue pounding and his vision to blur.

      Am I hurt? How bad? he wondered, but the signs on the inside of his suit came back normal. He had elevated blood pressure, and there were “light contact wounds” registered. They didn’t feel so light to him—more like he had been thrown from a great height against the surface of an enemy planet—but the wounds were nothing serious. When he looked down, however, he noticed that his suit hadn’t fared quite so well. There was a whole series of crunched and cracked plates all over him, and through the cracks of the outer plates, he could even see the glisten of rubber tubes and the inner servo workings.

      Damn. Is it going to be any good in a firefight? Carl groaned. He looked, searching around—there was his rifle, a little way away from him. And looking apparently undamaged, despite its fall.

      “Sebastian. Corporal, report—this is Lieutenant Abrams, repeat: report!”

      His suit buzzed in his ear as the gruff words of Lieutenant Abrams arrived, and Carl was groggily coughing the affirmative.

      “Thank the stars. Mendiata and Tucker made it down okay too,” Abrams was saying. “I’m getting a geo lock on your coordinates, but we’re further out than expected. We still have a mile or two to cover to the castle grounds.”

      Carl groaned but nodded.

      “Send me the coordinates,” he said heavily. “We’ll rendezvous en route.”

      “Agreed. Be ready for action. I’m not sure anyone has ever attempted anything like this before,” Abrams said in a dark voice.

      No, Carl thought, he didn’t think they had—but wasn’t that precisely what the WarDogs were made for?
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        * * *

      

      They converged out of the night, from under the shadows of the trees, with not even their suit lights on.

      Carl sensed his comrades waiting in the darkness long before they saw him, thanks to his finer mutant senses and the way that his specialist suit had been adapted to accommodate for them.

      First, there was Abrams, lumbering out of the dark, with one side of his suit similarly crumpled from where he must have landed.

      “Lieutenant,” Carl breathed, stepping out of the shadow of the nearest tree. The large man visibly startled when Carl appeared before him.

      “Dammit, Corporal. Even with the suit-to-suit geo-location, you were invisible!” Abrams said.

      Carl shrugged. He had never really questioned it before, but he guessed that it was one of the benefits of his mutant biology.

      Next came Mendiata, and then a limping Tucker. They paused briefly before moving onwards, and the technical specialist nodded once, certainly, towards Carl. There were no words that had to be said between the soldiers, as each knew that either would do the same and save the other’s life—should they need to.

      “What are we facing?” Abrams breathed, and Carl turned to nod through the trees to where there was an expansive wall of cream color that cut across the forest. It stretched at least twelve feet high and was crested with battlements. There didn’t appear to be any guard towers near this point of the wall.

      “That’s the royal estate,” Carl was saying as he flicked a hand to his wrist controls for the coordinates that Tucker had found. They scrolled down the inside of his visor in his own personal HUD.

      “On the other side, it’s a short distance to the royal buildings themselves.”

      “We can scale it easily enough.” Mendiata was nodding, already moving her gloved hands to her belt and pulling out the small grappling hook with the metal cord attached.

      “But they’ll be alerted to the speed yacht’s crash,” Tucker pointed out. “I’m sure we heard drones going overhead on the way here. They’ll be investigating the crash.”

      “They might not even know we got out of there or that we were in it at all,” Carl offered. “If they did, then wouldn’t this place be crawling with soldiers?”

      Or Fomorian Brigade, he thought, but didn’t add this. That was an element to this plan that he was dreading, but he hadn’t raised it with anyone yet. They were trying to infiltrate the palace itself, the most heavily guarded part of the entire Arcadian society. Surely, they would use their most impressive warriors to guard it?

      “Mendiata, you got it,” Abrams said. The smallest member of their group made a few, jogging steps up to the edge of the wall, whirling the metal wire and the hook around her head in one large sweep, then another, another, and . . .

      She threw, and Carl saw the grappling hook shoot upwards through the warm night air. It disappeared over the battlements with a heavy thump before dragging backwards and then stopping.

      There was a small sound as the tines inside of the hook exploded outwards, hammering into some unseen part of the wall or paving stone. Mendiata pulled backwards to find the metal cord strong.

      “I’m up,” Carl said, unthinking, knowing that this was exactly the sort of thing that he had been trained for. To break into enemy installations. He took a running leap, jumping as he grabbed the metal cord with his hands and used it to swing his legs up, to stamp and hold the stone wall of the palace battlements. Then he continued his momentum to walk and lunge up the wall, dragging on the metal cord at the same time as he did so.

      Carl reached the top of the wall, seizing the ledge before he hauled himself up and over the stone battlements to roll onto the space beyond.

      Eyes up! he thought, turning in place as he rolled into a crouch.

      He was on the top of a wall with a wide ledge running back and forth on either side of him, cutting through the Arcadian night and off to distant guard towers, standing tall in the night.

      Lights blinked on top of the arched structures. Carl had no idea if they were alerts or not.

      “Quick! Move!” Carl whispered down to the others. Abrams was the next to grab the metal wire and make the climb.

      Carl raised his rifle, turned to survey the guard towers.

      “Urk!” Just as there was a thump from the nearest as a shape fell backwards, hitting the ground.

      Carl tensed, training his rifle—to find that it was now looking at the emergence of a figure in a Palacian light battle suit, hurriedly backing along the wall as another figure lurched after them.

      A Fomorian!

      Carl’s finger itched over the trigger, but there was something wrong about this encounter. He saw that the first, the Palacian human in the lighter suit, was trying to back away fast, bringing up a gun to fire.

      But it was batted out of their hands by the Fomorian. Then the Fomorian lunged forward, slamming a fist into the human’s chest and sending them sliding along the battlement wall.

      The Fomorians are fighting the Palacians! Carl realized, as all of his thoughts crystalized. It had happened. The Fomorians—and by that he meant the xenovirus itself—had awakened and turned. This was a danger not just to him, but to the entire planet of Arcadia and beyond.

      No.

      Carl reacted, releasing a rapid burst of fire across the length of the wall, and saw it glitter and spark as it hit the metal chest of the Fomorian.

      “Sebastian!” he heard Abrams hiss, but Carl knew he had to finish the job. The Fomorian had fallen backwards, staggering into the darkened door of the watchtower, but Carl knew that they weren’t out. It took more to kill a Fomorian than just a round of gunfire.

      “Contact!” Carl snarled as he advanced, starting at a jog towards the watchtower.

      He ran, his heart hammering in his chest as he felt his mutant organs start to pump and the rich chemical soup flood his system. All of a sudden, his headache had disappeared, and even if he was wearing a suit that was half battered and ruined, then the mutant didn’t feel weakened by it at all.

      Three long, lunging paces, four, six . . .

      And Carl was running forwards down the wall, running as fast as a hunting cat until he was half the distance, more than half . . .

      “Skreck!”

      There was an inhuman screech. Shooting out of the darkened archway, there came the Fomorian with half of its silver head ripped and torn aside, and its chest peppered with rupture wounds.

      But it was still running. It was still charging towards them.

      Carl skidded where he ran. He had a moment. A heartbeat . . .

      But something else was happening in that small space of a moment. The Fomorian ran forward. There was a movement from the ground as the Palacian guard in the light battle suit turned, seizing the Fomorian’s ankle as it ran past, and with a wrench . . .

      The Fomorian went flying. Stumbling to the low inner wall and then tumbling, sliding over the wall to crunch, wordlessly, on the palace grounds below.

      Carl had already skidded to a halt beside the lower inner wall, his gun immediately picking out the awkward and splayed body on the ground.

      It was certainly the Fomorian, and it certainly wasn’t moving at all either. If anything, it looked like its neck and spine had been horrifically broken by the fall.

      “Well . . . thanks?” Carl turned his head to regard who had just helped him and found that he knew them.

      “Lieutenant . . . Archer?” he said, looking down at the Palacian close combat lieutenant.
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        * * *

      

      “Archer. Close combat team under Duke-General Greer?” Abrams was saying gruffly. He and the rest of the Pillarmen team hurried to Carl’s side where the WarDog appeared to actually be helping a Palacian to stand.

      “Aye, it’s me,” Archer said, nodding so that Carl could step back.

      “This is sure a surprise,” Abrams said, looking speculatively at the woman and then over the wall to the dead Fomorian on the other side. “But I’m glad that we’re fighting the same fight, at least.”

      Carl looked across the castle grounds and towards the large complex of buildings that appeared to hover in the dark as their lights flickered eerily.

      Something is up, the WarDog knew. There was something wrong happening at the castle. He could feel it in his very marrow.

      “It’s Duke-General Greer. I came to try and get him out, but . . .” she shook her head.

      Lieutenant Archer had been one of the trusted soldiers of Duke-General Greer, Carl knew. In fact, when Carl and the rest had saved Archer from a Fomorian-controlled Palacian warship, it had been Lieutenant Archer who had put them in touch with Greer in order to spread the message about the xenovirus.

      It’s no surprise that you came here to try and rescue the old man, Carl thought. But even in the dark, he could make out the rips, tears, and streaks of battle and bruises across her. Whatever had happened in there, it hadn’t gone well.

      “The duke-general’s still inside?” Carl said, worry peaking through him. He shifted his gaze to see the flickering, shifting lights of the castle itself. There were two searchlights pointing upwards, sweeping back and forth through the night sky—but there also appeared to be a whole lot fewer lights than there had been before. As he stood and watched, he saw a small flash of repeating brilliance in one corner before it quickly disappeared.

      Muzzle flash? he wondered.

      “It’s the xenovirus. It’s spreading everywhere. Lord Vareilla let it out. Or it got out, I’m not sure,” Archer was saying. She shook her head as she rose to her feet.

      “He told me to get out. To get the word out while there was still time, but I fear there isn’t.” She was saying these words when Carl saw her mood shift, and she raised her head, looking straight at the Pillarmen team.

      “But you can get him out. You can save him!” Archer insisted.

      Carl looked unsteadily between Archer and Abrams, knowing what their real mission was. It was to kidnap the queen of Palace. Queen Maya Oceanus. Nothing could come between them and that.

      “I . . .” Carl opened his mouth to say something, before Abrams shut him down.

      “That’s why we’re here. We’re here to rescue the duke-general and the queen from the Fomorians,” he said firmly, and Carl was shocked by the suddenness and the certainty of his deception.

      But it worked.

      “Good,” the close combat lieutenant was saying. “Then come with me.”

      She led them back into the watch house, revealing a room with flickering lights where there were already two dead Fomorians on the floor, one with a horrifically twisted neck and the other with what looked like a small arsenal of shots blown into their chest.

      “Two dead Fomorians!” Carl muttered. “What are you, lady?”

      “I’m close combat, WarDog,” she shot back over her shoulder, electing to take the stairs instead of the security lift.

      The bottom of the watchtower itself was surprisingly basic, with a broken-open weapons locker, which Archer dropped her strange, stubby gun into and traded it for another automatic sub on the way past. This room led into a larger room where there were medical kits on the walls. There were also various screens, all of which were flickering and static filled.

      “It looks like it has taken over the defense grid,” Tucker was saying. Archer didn’t waste any time in leading them out of the open door and across the darkened palace gardens.

      “It’s everywhere,” Archer confirmed as they jogged, all five figures hunched and keeping low, moving as fast as they dared while keeping their gun sights up. Around them were the dark, feathered forms of trees or the blocks of halls and buildings with silvered, reflective arched roofs.

      “Yesterday, during the day, it was situation normal,” Archer breathed when she collapsed against a large fountain. The water was dried up, but it held an impressive statue of some kind of woman general about to plunge a spear into the ground.

      “I don’t understand it. Normal Palacians. Normal guards. And then, just overnight, the Fomorians swept through here, no idea where they were going.”

      “To the city?” Carl asked as horror filled him. As much as he hated the Palacians, the everyday citizens would stand next to no chance against the Fomorians.

      “Sebastian . . .” Abrams gave a low, controlling murmur, and Carl knew that it was his message to get his mind back on track with the mission. The queen.

      And when he raised his eyes, Carl noticed that the small murmur from Abrams hadn’t been lost on Archer, who raised her eyebrows but didn’t say anything. As another soldier, she was clearly used to the intricacies of command—even if she didn’t realize that Abrams had been referring to her and the mission.

      “Straight ahead. It’s the quickest way to the queen’s chambers,” Archer said, rolling into a crouch at the edge of the fountain. “That’s where Greer is. I couldn’t get him to leave her.”

      “She’s injured?” Tucker asked, but Archer just shot him a dark look.

      
        
        Private Chat. Pillarman Team One:

        // (Sp.T) TUCKER to group:

        “If the queen is injured, can we feasibly succeed in our mission? What’s our escape plan?”

        // (Lt) ABRAMS to group:

        “No time now. We continue with the mission. Archer may help get us off-planet. Out.”

      

      

      The whispered voices in Carl’s ear took less than a minute to have their hurried, tense conversation on the private suit-to-suit links. The Pillarmen team tried their best to keep Lieutenant Archer out of their plans, but Carl wasn’t convinced that she didn’t suspect something though—it was in the quick glance that she threw back towards them, and Lieutenant Abrams in particular, that told him that she was wary.

      Which is pretty understandable, Carl thought. They turned back to look at the dark lawn and the two tall trees.

      “Let’s go,” Abrams said as Archer led the way, moving low and quick across the lawn. The rest of the Pillarmen team followed them.

      Carl felt his suit boots hammering on the grass of the lawn, throwing up clods of wet dirt behind him. They were moving fast. No one appeared to have seen them.

      Looking ahead, the two trees planted right next to the building partially hid an old stone awning to what looked like an actual church of some kind. Its front door hung open to mere darkness inside.

      Archer got to the trees first, and she slid into perfect teamwork—even though the rest of her team was theoretically her enemy.

      Carl saw her dart to the side of one of the trees as Abrams, the next running figure, got to the other side. Mendiata and the limping Tucker—and Carl himself—followed.

      “Clear. Go!” Abrams hissed, and Lieutenant Archer stepped out to nudge open the door of the chapel.

      A flash of something metallic on the other side caught Carl’s attention.

      And a waiting Fomorian stepped out, gun arm already raised, to fire almost point blank into Lieutenant Archer’s lightly plated chest.
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      “Archer!” Carl howled in a mixture of surprise and pain.

      How did I not know!? For a sudden moment, Carl was confused. He could usually feel the xenovirus before he saw it. His heightened mutant and animal senses told him where they were going to be.

      But this had been too quick and too sudden.

      “Ugh!” Archer had been flung backwards, her feet leaving the air as Carl saw her drop her gun, and the sparks of bullets exploded off of her front plate.

      No!

      The WarDog was moving first and fastest. At the same time that all the rest of the Pillarman Team were still reacting with shock, Carl was already lunging forward, not slowing down his charge in the slightest as he took one long step, another . . .

      He leapt, feeling the coiled strength in his calves and thighs explode as he pounced bodily, half spinning in the air. He crossed where Abrams was reacting and where Mendiata was shielding the wounded Tucker.

      One of the WarDog’s hands swung out as he spun.

      
        
        Pillarman Exalted Suit: // (Cpl) SEBASTIAN, C

        Arms Deploy: Combat Claws . . .

      

      

      The three polysteel blades held in place along his suit’s forearm shot outwards on their pistons as he spun. Just in time for the blades to come crashing down on top of the Fomorian’s outstretched firing gun arm.

      
        
        Warning! Suit impact!

        // Right forearm . . .

      

      

      Carl felt the judder and shock as his metal met the enemy’s metal. Then he was spinning to his feet, landing in a crouch with a spray of sparks and ichor all around him. The Fomorian lurched backward, flailing its severed arm.

      And Carl jumped forward with one stomping foot, slamming into its chest as he pounded it back into the chapel and to the ground.

      “Corporal—clear!” Abrams was shouting. Carl felt the movement of the larger man behind him. Shouts and alarms blared around him, but he was spiraling to the side as the lieutenant stepped forward to unload the magazine of his gun straight into the chest of the wounded Fomorian.

      “Contact! They’re everywhere!” Mendiata’s anguished words hit him. She was shouting. Tucker was calling, and there was gunfire everywhere.

      Turning around, he saw the bright flashes of muzzle report and the sparks and flashes of crimson-laced plasma light . . . as the Fomorians attacked.

      They had been lying in wait in the darkened doorways of the castle buildings all around, and somehow masking their presence from his senses—and now they were racing across the green, straight towards the wounded and injured team.
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        * * *

      

      “Contact!” Mendiata was shouting, and bits of turf and grass were exploding as the Fomorian shots hit the ground. Where before it had been a still, warm, and pristine night—now it was a sea of burning stars as Fomorian shot hammered the buildings.

      “In the chapel! In!” Abrams bellowed as he spun around.

      But Mendiata was dragging the limping Tucker with her, racing for the doorway—leaving the groaning Archer on the floor.

      No. Something inside Carl reacted. He wasn’t going to leave a comrade in the mud and dirt of an alien planet. An instinct arose, in keeping with a memory that was stitched through the WarDog’s history.

      He had been in too many war zones where the dead were left behind, churned up by the machineries of war and never getting a chance to see home again.

      Of course, Archer was technically home, but Carl’s sense of outrage was total. He leapt . . .

      
        
        Warning! Enemy fire . . .

      

      

      His suit was flinging alerts at him as he dove past Mendiata and towards the struggling, gasping Archer on the floor. Fomorians raced towards him over the night-lit green. He could feel them now, their hunger, their rage. Inside the WarDog’s own heart, he could feel the answering cry of rage.

      He would not be broken here. He would not pause; he would not stop.

      “Cover!” Abrams was shouting behind him as a spray of bullets from the lieutenant’s rifle shot past Carl in the night, striking the nearest two of the Fomorians. Carl hit the floor in a roll, the dirt spraying around him as bullets hit home, and he was skidding to Lieutenant Archer’s side.

      “Urk!” The Palacian lieutenant was coughing, her face as pale as a sheet in the night, and Carl saw that the front of her light tactical suit was ruined.

      I’ve seen worse, he thought quickly, reaching down to seize her under the shoulders.

      “Fool! Leave me!” Archer cried out—but Carl ignored her.

      “Covering fire!” Abrams was calling as more Terran rifle fire shot out around Carl, Somehow, it miraculously missed him as he turned and leapt in the same instant, bodily lifting Archer up and cradling the Palacian to his chest as he went.

      Thock.

      
        
        Warning! Suit impact . . .

        // Back plate . . .

      

      

      Carl’s HUD was ringing with alarms. He felt the powerful blasts hit the back of his suit, each one pounding like a hammer blow.

      But the back plate of a Pillarman’s heavy tactical suit, designed for battle, designed to be surrounded, was perhaps one of the strongest locations, save for his breastplate. And Carl’s suit was one step more advanced than that, designed for the Exalted mutant soldiers who were intended to be shock troops.

      The bullets and plasma shots hit the outer plate of his back, crunching and slamming them together as his suit tried to extend as much as possible, lifting the outer plate of his shoulders and spine by a few inches and expanding the rubber and steel spring coils.

      “Argh!”

      It still hurt, though, as Carl was pushed forward, a halo of sparks bursting from around him as he dove for the chapel. He managed to turn to slam his shoulder onto the floor and scrape across the stone while Abrams slammed the door, and Mendiata threw the heavy wooden pews against it.

      Not that it would hold them for long, Carl knew. A crescendo of thunder hammered the door and the wall as the Fomorians ran for them.

      “Get as much as you can. We can’t hold it,” Abrams was saying, his voice tight as he flipped first one and then another of the heavy wooden pews with the assisted motor strength of his own suit aiding his own prodigious strength.

      The door was almost entirely blocked. Mendiata and Tucker threw their own dragged pews to form a makeshift barricade, but the metal door in front began to rupture and break.

      But even Carl could see that it wouldn’t hold. If Abrams was strong in his suit and in himself, then the Fomorians with their metal-laced bones and steel-wire tendons, their xenovirus-imbued DNA, were equally as strong if not stronger. They would break through those barriers before long.

      “It won’t hold! We need to fall back!” Abrams shouted.

      Carl was looking at Lieutenant Archer, who gasped for air as she held a hand over her battered chest plate. It looked like the armor suit had probably taken most of the damage from the Fomorian attack, but she was still in a bad way underneath it. He imagined that she had been shot, through and through perhaps, and was losing blood.

      The WarDog grabbed the medical unit at his suit’s utility belt, depressing the plunger to pop open the auto-delivery system used for save-a-life crises. Seeing that her forearm was bare, he thumped the medical unit in, and saw Archer wince in pain as he injected her with a potent mix of painkillers, stimulants, and coagulants before removing the box. He clicked it open to reveal where there was a small antiseptic, numbing wound seal spray, which he sprayed liberally over her chest and fractured suit.

      “Ah . . .” A look of relief passed over the lieutenant’s features, but Carl already knew that it wouldn’t save her life if she had serious internal injuries. It would give her a single burst of energy, enough to get up, run, fire a gun—but in the situation, it was the best he could do.

      “You need to find us a way out,” Carl said as Mendiata moved behind him.

      “Stand back!” the demolitions expert was saying, launching herself up the small mountain of wooden barricades to where there was a fractured gap in the metal door beyond. Outside was darkness and the sudden glints of metal bodies.

      Oh no . . . Carl realized what she was doing as Mendiata thumped her heavy rifle with its own grenade launcher attachment to the crack in the door.

      “Mendiata—too close!” Carl was saying, but demolitions was the specialist’s area of expertise. She fired, and in the next instant, there was a sudden wave of pressure as her grenade hit something on the opposite side.

      “Aaah!” The demolitions specialist was flung backwards as the entire barricade heaved, and the metal door it was trying to hold together crumpled and tore. A brilliant light shot through the cracks in the door and between the wooden pews like rays of incandescent sun, and Carl heard a static whining noise as his suit instantly cancelled out the boom.

      “Dear stars . . . Mendiata? Specialist!?” Abrams was gasping. Carl blinked, turning around to see that half of the stone doorway had collapsed over the wood, and there was a haze of dust and soot in the air.

      Mendiata? he thought, to hear a groan from nearby. The specialist had been flung back into the room, smashing one of the remaining wooden pews in the process.

      “Ugh . . .” she was groaning, and Carl moved, offering her a hand.

      “Report! Everyone!” Abrams demanded. His Pillarman suit lights flared on, their light cutting through the dust of the wreckage, revealing Carl and Archer, a groaning Mendiata, and Tucker already on his feet.

      And outside the door, for the moment, there was silence.

      “You think they’re down?” Tucker hissed. Carl shook his head.

      “Unlikely. But a grenade shot at close range will give them something to think about,” the WarDog said. He turned to Archer, whose eyes were wide with the stimulants, and they headed towards the stairs.

      “This way, straight up to the top,” Archer was saying, the combination of drugs in her system driving her forward—before Carl caught her arm.

      “I’ll go,” he said firmly. Archer shot him a confused look. Carl turned to nod at Abrams, who nodded back gravely. Everyone knew that it had to be Carl. If they were heading straight into the viper’s nest, then he was the only one with the skills necessary to get it done.

      “Follow me, but at a distance,” Carl said as he turned, took a breath—and then broke into a jog up the stairs.
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        Home.

      

      

      The wave of alien feeling hit Carl almost as soon as he made it to the first landing. His eyes sharpened, and somehow the patches of the xenovirus that clutched to the floor and walls appeared brighter and sharper, as if his entire body was primed to see them.

      It was everywhere, the WarDog realized. As he got to the first landing, he saw a thick spread of black, flecked, and speckled “moss” creeping along the corridor. At the same time, he could see thin tendrils of it waving in the air along the walls, reaching, grasping.

      “Everyone stay back!” Carl froze as he reached the landing to look left and right.

      To see that it was everywhere. The marble hallways beyond were both almost entirely carpeted with the alien viscera. Further out, there appeared to be thin, strange tendons and vines starting to gather at the corners of the walls and turn the inside of the castle into something like a jungle.

      “The virus is everywhere. I can’t see how you can move through and not get infected,” Carl was whispering, looking down to where there was only a small avenue of clear marble.

      Straight up, Archer had said, the WarDog was thinking. He turned to see that the stairs did indeed go up another level—but it was no longer a stairway. It was an upwards tunnel whose walls were entirely undulating with more of that alien cilia.

      “Corporal!?” Abrams’ worried voice rang from the stairwell below them.

      Carl looked at the tunnel above, and more importantly, he could feel the xenovirus itself against his consciousness, like sensing a vast cloud shape before him.

      It was everywhere, and it was all around him—but its main presence was right above, a heavy, huge wall of the alien consciousness.

      
        
        Home.

      

      

      And it was waiting for him. He knew it. He could feel it.

      “Hold back!” Carl hissed as his mind crystalized into what he knew that he had to do. Only he would be able to get Queen Maya now and the duke-general.

      “I’ll get her!” the WarDog hissed. “I’ll get them both!”

      “Carl!” Abrams shouted in alarm.

      “Just get Archer to work out a way out of here!” Carl said as he took a deep breath and walked forwards towards the steps.

      
        
        Home . . .

      

      

      “Home . . .” Carl whispered, silently reaffirming just what the xenovirus was telling him, but at the same time, he was telling the virus all around that he wasn’t a threat. That there was a part of him that was the same as them.

      “Already home. Already home,” he was whispering over and over as he took a step forward . . . and another.

      Until his boots finally touched down on the surface of the first xenovirus, and he flinched.

      It’s right there! It’s going to take me over!

      It was hard to avoid the panic and terror that the human part of him felt, but Carl breathed steadily, remembering the centering exercises that they had taught him at the Faculty.

      “Already home. Already home.” He kept willing the xenovirus to ignore him, to see him as just another piece of itself.

      
        
        Home . . .

      

      

      And then he knew, as he started walking up the stairs, that it was working. There was no hint of the anger or the hunger coming from the alien virus itself. Nothing was directed towards him.

      He walked up the stairs, now two at a time, and the tiny viral cilia, the thread-like tentacles that waved and clutched at any organic or inorganic surface, that wanted to colonize everything that was not it—they did not clutch at him. Instead, they left him entirely alone.

      Okay, first hurdle passed, Carl was thinking as he rounded the stairwell and saw the entrance to the Palacian queen’s private lobby. There was no door anymore—just an archway made of entirely metal-scale vines, revealing a greenish cave on the other side.

      “Queen Maya? Duke-general?” Carl whispered. He stepped forward, feeling the sleepy alien consciousness all around him.

      He was stepping into a cave that was lit by a spectral, dim-green glow, where everything appeared made out of the weird viral organic shapes. Carl saw tall boughs—trunks—of the metal scale that looked more akin to bark or rusted metals than it did to a living material. Sprouting from these were long, dropping “leaves” of a green-yellow gossamer material that looked sick to the eye.

      Through the center of the material, Carl kept on thinking that he saw elements of things that must have once been human. Right angle corners that were now overflowing with the viral “moss” but could once have been a table, or another glowing purple shape that pulsed with its own light that might have once been a chair.

      “Child . . .”

      And then, there was a voice cutting through the gloom, and something moved in the heart of the room. Carl had to blink and shake his head to realize that what he had thought was a vast amalgamation of the viral “plant” was actually a person, slowly rising.

      It was Queen Maya Oceanus herself.
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        * * *

      

      The Queen of Arcadia was certainly no longer human, that was for sure, Carl thought as he looked at the figure raised on thick tendrils of metal and bizarre, almost organic-looking bark.

      But there was a large amount of her that still was human, he realized—even if her form had almost entirely been covered by reaching black tendrils of alien matter.

      She was beautiful, Carl thought. The younger queen—in her late twenties, perhaps, with long flowing red hair—looked down at him from where she was held in the air.

      Except her eyes were pitch black orbs, and Carl could only feel the weight of the alien consciousness behind them and in her voice as she spoke.

      “Child. You have returned.” Queen Maya and the virus together spoke, and Carl heard the words not only in his ears but in his mind. It was the same voice that the Speaker of the virus had. It was the amalgam of the entire galaxy-spanning xeno-consciousness itself.

      “It is good you are here,” the Speaker-queen said, her eyes unblinking. “You carry such hunger, such anger inside of you, and now you are home. You will join us. You will be one of my Speaker-hosts.”

      The alien consciousness left no room for argument whatsoever. It was so entirely assured of its superiority that it could not even think to imagine a species that would resist it or would want to.

      Perhaps it is entirely blind. Carl wondered for a moment if that could be it. Perhaps it didn’t see humanity as anything but another growing medium.

      “NO!” Carl shouted. “You are to release this host now! She is not yours, and she will never be!”

      There was a flicker of concern over the Speaker-queen’s face.

      “You will offer yourself to me now. You are in my domain. You are already carrying me . . .”

      Carl then felt a stab of pain run through his heart and mind as the alien consciousness, alive inside of his own blood and soul, sought to take control. It did not negotiate with him. It merely flexed its strange, alien psychic muscles in an attempt to speed the growth of the xenovirus all through Carl’s body.

      
        
        Hunger.

        Home.

        ANGER!

      

      

      Carl felt the waves of emotions drive him, coughing, into a crouch as his mind was rocked with alien thoughts. It was so hard to withstand them. To feel that he was anything at all but a tiny, puny speck holding out against a much greater force . . .

      “Join us, Speaker-host. Your loss is at an end. You will return home,” Queen Maya was saying in her spectral, alien voice.

      And there was a shameful part of Carl that desperately wanted it to be the case. He wanted to return home. He wanted there to be a place, finally, where he and all of the people that he had ever known, from Abrams and Mendiata and Tucker to distant and mad Jadakar and his old colleagues, to finally be at rest . . . but could it ever be that way?

      He was tired. He was tired of fighting, which had been his whole life. He was tired of struggling, pushing, and striving for recognition.

      There was a part of him that wanted to push it all away. To claw its eyes and send it all flinging back, all the pain and hurt and isolation . . .

      
        
        Home . . .

      

      

      And that was precisely what the alien virus was banking on. It surged its own feelings into him of submitting, of giving into the wave of belonging that would mean that Carl never felt alone ever again. Indeed—he would never feel himself again.

      Or the others, Carl’s heart broke. He would never remember the Pillarmen Team that he fought alongside. He would never remember the other WarDogs and the friends he had made along the way—even mad and bad old Jadakar.

      All of their sacrifices would be for nothing.

      No!

      Carl pushed back at the virus. He felt that hunger and that anger, that need to dominate, and he felt empowered by it. Imbued by it, and he flung it all back at the virus itself.

      “I said give her BACK!” Carl roared, and he opened fire with the rifle, hitting any and all of the virus that he could, a physical expression of the rage within himself.

      There was a part of the WarDog that was the virus. Just as there was a part of the virus that was him. There was a place inside Carl’s soul that he had managed to connect with when he fought the xenoships or the Fomorians. When he knew that they were powerful, but something that he could tell what to do. He could fill it with the emotion, that hatred and anger that it deserved.

      “BACK!” Carl roared as he fired at the viral material all around the queen. The Speaker-queen fell to the ground, the large, rust-like tendrils suddenly recoiling.

      
        
        Anger.

        Hunger.

        Rage.

      

      

      Carl turned those emotions that were both the virus and his own into one powerful weapon, which he threw at the virus itself, pushing it backwards, downwards. The tentacles wrapping around the queen of Palace started to twitch and wither, falling from her body and becoming brittle, breaking apart. And she was left behind in its place, in her torn and rent clothing.

      Carl howled a bloodthirsty cry of triumph as he leapt forward to seize up the Palacian queen. She moaned and shuddered, and he turned to flee the throne room.

      There was no way that he could stop all of the virus. There was no way that he could eradicate it, but his rage was powerful enough to hold it at bay for just a short moment.

      He would survive. He would succeed. He would not let the virus get away with eradicating himself, his friends, or his past.

      “What? What happened?” Queen Maya coughed against him as he took the stairs at a run, getting to the first landing to see Abrams looking at him in shock and wonder.

      “You . . . You did it?” the lieutenant whispered in awe.

      “I don’t know,” Carl said truthfully as they both ran down the stairs to the chapel. “I don’t know how long the virus will hold . . . before it comes for us.”

      He was gasping, feeling waves of exhaustion roll up and through him just like it always did when he used his powers.

      “Just keep going!” Abrams said, and they ran to the old chapel at the bottom of the stairs. “Archer says there’s an exit at the back of the room. It’ll lead us to a private airfield for the castle, and Tucker says anything that the Palacians can fly, he can get in the air.”

      “Greer!?” Lieutenant Archer was saying. Carl looked up to see where she was slouched over the religious, ceremonial table at the back. Tucker and Mendiata stood before an icon of a woman that had been shoved to one side, revealing a dark passageway through the walls that had yet been untouched by the xenovirus.

      “I’m sorry—I didn’t see him,” Carl said truthfully, feeling lost and hurt. How could he have missed the duke-general?

      “He’s gone,” Abrams was saying firmly as he led them to the passageway. The Palacian Lieutenant Archer hung her head sadly, and then she nodded in agreement.

      “We will avenge him,” Archer whispered fiercely, which was something that Carl could agree with.

      They had saved Queen Maya, but the fate of Arcadia and the rest of Palace and the near Frontier hung in the balance . . . under the shadow of the xenovirus.

      But we did it, Carl thought as he dragged himself into a lurching run forward.

      They had done it. Together.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Don’t miss the penultimate book in this epic series, Palacian Queen. You can order it now on Amazon.

        amazon.com/dp/B0BWQ95ZRK

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Thank You For Reading

      

      

      Thanks for reading Infiltration, the seventh book in the Gene Soldier series. I hope you enjoyed reading it as much as I enjoyed writing it. I really have a lot of fun writing about the amazing technology the future holds for us, and all the possible chaos :)

      

      
        
        The next story in the series is called Palacian Queen and you can order it now on Amazon.

        amazon.com/dp/B0BWQ95ZRK

      

      

      

      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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