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      Philas B, UTA Space

      

      The skies below burned, and the earth shook.

      “Launch, dammit—launch!” screamed the voice of Commander Krebs of the United Terran Alliance as he watched petals of fire blossom in the skies of the world below him.

      The war between the two largest factions of humanity, the United Terran Alliance and the separatist Palacians, had arrived. And it had arrived here, at the UTA world of Philas B.

      Philas B was not a major world—it was nowhere near the size of Mother Earth, for example, and its population according to the Stellar Classification Glossary was last updated at only three thousand, most of them agricultural or dock workers.

      Philas B had no great standing military forces, and its satellite defenses had been built for the rare rogue asteroid or space junk that the universe threw its way.

      Not the combined weight of a Palacian battle group, thought Commander Krebs as he paced the flight deck of his warship, the UTA Orion, and attempted to coordinate the response.

      Philas was in the middle of nowhere, although what was classed as a safe nowhere in the Alliance. It was several systems away from the frontier and several more systems ahead of the Alliance interior. The only thing that really singled out Philas B, the second planet in its system but the only one with an atmosphere, was the fact that Philas B was firmly in the Goldilocks zone, so it was fully habitable, and that its sister shepherd planet shielded it from a lot of unwanted radiation and stellar dust.

      Philas B was one of the many farming worlds of the United Terran Alliance. Its single green continent had been entirely given over to the agricultural corps and giant drone combines that moved ceaselessly over its surface, tending and harvesting the precious foods that could grow there.

      Every day, hauler vessels rose and descended in lines to Philas’ main and secondary service ports, taking on loads of produce before they rocketed into the skies once again. From where Commander Krebs stood, he could still see distant engine lights over the far horizon of Philas as the UTA teams worked to get as much food off the planet as possible before the Palacians struck.

      Too late for that, the commander thought as another savage orange glow rose in incredible slow motion over the surface.

      “I thought I told the flight crews to launch, stars dammit!” Krebs shouted at his second lieutenant, who was busy bashing the keys and swiping through holos.

      “They’re in last checks, sir. Any moment,” the second lieutenant was saying while the commands were sent for the myriad single fighters aboard the UTA Orion.

      But really, he couldn’t blame the complete chaos aboard the Orion on anyone. Not on tardiness or laziness. The commander knew this—but that didn’t stop him from getting angry anyway.

      But who would have expected a Palacian battle group to suddenly appear here inside UTA space? Wasn’t it a suicidal move for them?!

      If only the UTA had thought to post one warship to guard Philas! Krebs thought with a snarl as the lights above the screen flared. The batteries were ready, and targeting was searching for marks . . .

      The commander’s eyes flickered across the gulf of stars to where the Palacians remained. Still a long way out, their smaller battle ships congregated like angry mascots before the large juggernaut of a Palacian destroyer. Krebs could see the stars glint and reflect off a hundred portholes, a thousand-thousand yards of gray-and-blue steel hulls.

      “Any word from Central Command?” Krebs demanded. The targeting computers of the Orion suddenly bleeped.

      “Fire!” Krebs ordered, and there was the subtle thrum of vibration through the deck as a cloud of torpedoes was flung from the UTA warship and cast across the outer orbit of the farming world at their enemy. Krebs had one eye on the billowing cloud, watching as it slowly started to separate, the deadly net of incendiaries widening.

      And then the glitter of the answering barrage began right in front of the Palacian group. They had far more guns, missiles, torpedoes, ships, and soldiers, Krebs realized with a curse. Already there was a daisy field of rapidly expanding and disappearing plasma blasts as the Palacian forces attempted to catch and disrupt the Orion’s torpedoes before they could reach them.

      “Sir! Fighters online and ready to launch!” the second lieutenant shouted.

      Commander Krebs held his breath, watching as some of the missiles—only a few—reached the battle group. Not enough to cause serious damage. Not enough to stop the attack.

      They must have triple the number of fighter craft that we do, Krebs thought, gripping the rail before the viewing screen. Already there were more terrible fire storms and ugly, black clouds rising over Philas’ green continent below as more of the Palacian missiles got through.

      Philas B was a breadbasket of the UTA. The Alliance needed this world and its food.

      But sending my twelve fighter crafts out there will only lead them to their deaths! Krebs had one brief moment of terror and doubt.

      What should a good commander do?

      What would a good man do?

      But Krebs had been ordered to hold this planet. He had been ordered to protect those food shipments—even if, at the time, none of his superior officers had seriously believed that Philas B needed protecting at all.

      This is my duty, Krebs knew, his hands clenched so tight that his knuckles whitened.

      My duty to the Alliance.

      “Launch!” Krebs barked. “They are to escort and protect the haulers. Move the Orion between the haulers and the Palacian battle group!”

      “Sir?” The second lieutenant’s eyes widened, and he hesitated for a second. Krebs saw the doubt reflected inside. They were only one war ship. Against a battle group.

      But the UTA fighter craft were already winging their way across the outer atmosphere of Philas B towards the rising haulers, and the second lieutenant was already sending the commands to engines, propulsion, and navigation.

      The trowel-shaped, large-headed UTA Orion surged forward proudly into the night to face the oncoming battle. They didn’t stand a chance, but this was a war, and for Commander Krebs, this was the line.
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      The Facility

      

      The war had just gotten hot, but for Corporal Carl Sebastian, ex-infantryman, one-time experimental soldier, and now part of the elite Special Ops Pillarman unit, his body was filled with a terrible, freezing cold.

      “I’m telling you, he’s not ready.”

      Voices. Murmurs and scratches of noise on the periphery of Carl’s consciousness.

      Flash.

      Everything was a brilliant, dazzling white, but Carl Sebastian felt nothing at all. He felt like he was floating in that brilliance. Around him, the voices were trying to drag him back to the world of darkness and shadows, of fighting, warfare, and death.

      “Sebastian! On your right!” Another voice shouted, this time the harsh, guttural snarl of Corporal Jadakar, who was the point man on this operation.

      A WarDog operation, Carl remembered uneasily as the impressions of ochre-colored skies and the heavy, constricting confines of his breathing mask flooded him. Up ahead was the Palacian outpost—not much more than some concrete domes against a shattered alien arroyo, their walls and rooftops blackened and cracked from the Terran bombardment.

      This is when they send us in, isn’t it? Carl knew—simultaneously replaying and forecasting what was going to happen and at the same time, unable to do anything about it.

      “Watch out!” Another shout. This time from Fodova behind him as Carl turned, raising his rifle as sudden gunfire flared. Not from the ruins. From the cracked rocks and gullies all around. The Palacians had moved out to hide there! How long had they been waiting, camouflaged and covered in rock dust, as the WarDogs had advanced?

      “Ugh!” There was a grunt behind him. Carl knew that heavy-set Jadakar had been hit. He turned around—always too late—in time to see his friend flying through the air to hit the dirt, spraying blood from his suit.

      Decompression. He won’t last long out here without a proper suit seal. All of these were facts that Carl recognized, that he knew—but at the same time, he wasn’t doing anything about it. Tracer rounds shot across the broken, scarred land. Instead of helping Jadakar, Carl felt a surge of terrible, mighty anger as the strange nodes and organs that the UTA doctors had given him kicked in. All of a sudden, nothing mattered other than closing with the enemy. He was firing as he charged their position, running straight through the line of fire—but as soon as he vaulted the rocks, he would resort to using his rifle like a club. Carl was rage incarnate. He was a WarDog.

      “Watch out! Look at his readings!” another voice said, but this time, it was a slow and serious voice, and one that did not belong to the chaos and immediacy of combat.

      Flash.

      Another splash of light, and Carl saw shadowy faces in blue-and-white gowns crowding near him with that glaring white light over their shoulders. He was flat on his back looking up at them.

      What? Where is the battle?! Carl growled. Had he been captured? Already? He struggled against his bonds, felt a creak and the strain of something at his wrists, chest, and ankles.

      “I’ve never seen neuroconnectors like it!” one of the blue-suited professionals was saying.

      “Stay back, stars dammit! We don’t want what happened to the orderlies happening again!” that first man’s voice hissed. They had lost their cool now and were scared.

      Yeah, be scared. Carl gnashed his teeth and snarled uselessly at them. The air smelled of disinfectant and something else, something chemical and syrupy. I’m a WarDog! You can’t hold me! Nothing can!

      “He’s waking up! He’s going to break his bonds!” the serious voice said, and Carl at once realized that he wasn’t on that distant battlefield where half of his Alpha Fireteam, 6th Battalion had been torn apart by enemy fire. He wasn’t even lying down flat on his back—he was in fact standing up but attached through thick webbing straps to a wall in a glaringly bright room where the surfaces gleamed with aluminum and white tiles.

      “Someone get me the sedatives!” the serious voice said again, and more of that brilliant light flashed into his eyes. It was the people in front of him. They were shining lights into his eyeballs, just like the doctors had done when they first took him and the rest of Alpha Squad and turned them into the elite, genetically-enhanced shock troops known as the WarDogs. The best at overwhelming enemy positions. At delivering Alliance justice . . .

      “Wait! Stand down, Dr. Stevens! Stand down!” The injection of sedatives never came, and the commotion was interrupted by the sudden swish of a door, marching feet, and a woman’s voice.

      “Sir! He’s too dangerous—we have to put him into stasis immediately!” Dr. Stevens was arguing, and there was a scrape of metal.

      “I said stand down, Doctor! He’s not an animal, for star’s sake!” the colonel said.

      That’s what they want to make of me, Carl thought. An animal. A killing animal . . .

      “If you bring that needle one more inch towards Corporal Sebastian, so help me, I swear I will court-martial you. Do you understand, Stevens?” Colonel Forrest snapped. “This man is under my command, in my care. That means I have a duty towards him, and I am not about to give that up. He is a marine, you understand?”

      A marine. Carl’s anger abated a little at that surprised thought. No—I’m a soldier. Alpha Fireteam, 6th Battalion. Infantry.

      Only he wasn’t anymore, was he? There were parts of him that remembered, even if the majority of him didn’t want to. He had been an infantry soldier once, but that was a long time ago now. Eight or nine years or more since the first Alliance-Palacian War. He had gotten out. He had survived the war when many others hadn’t.

      I know that voice, Carl thought, but the memories didn’t quite add up to form a concrete whole. Somehow he knew that voice belonged to Colonel Forrest. She was the officer in charge of the UTA Pillarmen—Special Ops.

      And it was the Pillarmen’s job to hunt down ex-WarDogs like me, Carl knew. That was what had come after that fateful battle alongside Jadakar and Fodova and the others. That was what had come after the entire Alliance-Palacian campaign, hadn’t it? Years of running and hiding, faking identity codes, and always moving in fear that the most secretive, brutal branch of the military would come searching for you and take you away.

      “Sebastian. Carl. Carl. Do you know who I am?” Forrest was saying, and Carl didn’t want to say yes. He wanted to fight and strike out at everything that was holding him back, everything that was trying to turn him into something that he wasn’t.

      “Carl. Carl,” the woman who was called Colonel Forrest was suddenly much closer at his side. “Carl Sebastian.” She kept on saying his name, calling it like it was a magic mantra that would draw the man he had been up through the layers of hurt and anger and terrible, terrible rage that threatened to overcome him completely.

      “Corporal Carl Sebastian, can you hear me?” Forrest was saying.

      Of course I can hear you, Carl thought. Even though his eyes were occasionally blinded by the lights, he could hear everything in this room. All at once, he was aware of the woman’s breathing, the scratch and crease of her clothes as well as the tense, rapid breathing of the other two doctors in here. It was like someone had abruptly turned up the volume on his senses, and Carl could feel every crease and stitch in the leather bindings at his joints. He could detect the fine hum of machines, and underneath that, the finer whine of electroradiation along the wires. If he listened really carefully, Carl knew that he would even be able to hear all of their heartbeats.

      When was I able to do this? Carl suddenly thought. His senses had never been this sharp before, had they? Not even when they had first made him into a WarDog.

      “Carl. Do you remember what happened to you?” Forrest was asking.

      I remember that I held the front line against the Palacians alongside Jadakar and Fodova of the 6th Battalion. Infantry . . . Carl thought.

      I remember skies burning with Palacian bombs . . .

      I remember the thunder that the ground made when the missiles hit . . .

      I remember being the first in, time and again, into enemy installations because that was what we WarDogs did. We broke the line. We arrived with fire and fury . . .

      “You were on Bwca, the mining station—do you remember that?” Forrest said, and Carl thought there was something there, a suggestion of green and of struggling.

      “You were fighting one of the Fomorians when you fell in. Do you remember?” Forrest continued.

      The Fomorians? Carl thought for a moment—before a memory of a metal humanoid, a cyborg, appeared in front of him. Humanoid, but one whose skin had been replaced with multiple layers and plates of metal. Whose tendons had been replaced with steel cords, and who wouldn’t stop. Not ever.

      The Palacian-made super soldiers, Carl struggled with his thoughts. The Fomorians were Palacians turned into super soldiers. They were the enemy’s version of the WarDogs. Only they were a whole lot meaner.

      “You fell into the xeno-agent. You almost drowned on Bwca. If it wasn’t for Lieutenant Abrams and your team dragging you out . . .” the colonel was saying.

      And then, as if the colonel had opened a box without ever knowing she held the key, the memories slammed back into Carl Sebastian as furiously as a thunderstorm.

      Jadakar and Fodova and the others were long gone.

      The first Alliance-Palacian War was years ago.

      He wasn’t an infantryman anymore. He had been grabbed and then offered a position as a Pillarmen—I am a Pillarman—or else, he would be disappeared into “rehabilitation.” Because the Palacians had started ramping up for war once again, Carl and the rest of his Pillarmen squad under Colonel Forrest here had been sent to the tiny UTA moon of Bwca to counter a strike by the Palacian’s Fomorian Brigade.

      “I—I remember,” Carl croaked, as the chemical, alien rage that had been filling his body gradually started to evaporate from his muscles, leaving him feeling weak and exhausted on the other side.

      In that tiny mining station of Bwca, there had been a secret UTA laboratory manufacturing a green agent that seemed to be an accelerant to the Fomorian xenomutation. Enough for an entire army of them.

      Carl had struggled with the crazed Fomorian fighter, and he had fallen into the vat. The man flinched as he remembered that thick, sweet-smelling green liquid completely surrounding him. He remembered the pounding blows of the Fomorian, too, as they had fought in the murk.

      “You should be dead. The doctors think that it is only because you were already a part of the WarDog program that you survived,” Forrest was saying to him calmly.

      “Sir—is this really the right time?” the serious-sounding doctor was saying behind her.

      “Dammit—he deserves to know the truth! He put his life on the line for the Alliance!” Forrest turned to hiss back at the doctor, who shuffled back, suitably chagrined. When her voice returned to Carl, it was softer somehow, gentler.

      “You’ve already broken all of the records of the original WarDog program. Most of the others . . .” the colonel said.

      “Are dead.” Carl finished the words, looking at the colonel to see her dark hair and eyes regarding him warily but with determination. There was grit there in those eyes and honesty too.

      “All of my old unit are dead. The serum they gave us turns us into monsters,” Carl admitted.

      “Well.” Forrest pursed her lips briefly. “That is what everyone would have said—but somehow you survived. As yourself, not as a monster. And now you’ve had a super dose of it too. The doctors think that whatever stopped you from degenerating before is saving you now. A quirk of genetics perhaps—or you’re just extremely stubborn.”

      That was a joke. Carl’s eyes flickered upwards to see a ghost of a smile on Forrest’s lips.

      “You’re going to get through this, Corporal. But you need to fight it,” she was saying as Carl gasped with a fatigue and exhaustion that was so all-encompassing, he thought he might evaporate entirely.

      “You’re in a special UTA facility designed to treat those with your condition and help you return to service,” the colonel explained with a brief pat on his shoulder.

      “Facility?” Carl croaked, the words ringing in his ears. A special UTA facility. A facility where those with xeno-agent are treated.

      Rehabilitation. There was only one answer for where he was. The bogeyman for ex-WarDogs like him. The shadowy place where they would be sent after being kidnapped from the streets by the Special Ops Pillarmen, never to be seen again.

      Never to be seen again . . .

      Carl opened his mouth to protest, but before he could get any sound out, Colonel Forrest was already stepping away and turning to the doctor.

      “Look after him, Stevens,” Carl heard Forrest saying sternly. “Get him back on his feet. The war with Palace is only just beginning, and it’s going to get nasty. We’re going to need . . .” Carl heard her pause, as if suddenly unsure.

      “. . . people with his capabilities.”

      With my rage, you mean? Carl thought as he fought the waves of tiredness and sleep. But at least now, the terrible rage had gone. He caught a glimpse of Dr. Stevens, whose face was tight with skepticism and scorn.

      No one ever gets out of rehabilitation, Carl thought.
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        Subject: Test Subject 23

        ID: SEBASTIAN, Carl (Cpl)

      

        

      
        First-wave subject . . .

        Massive additional exposure to Neuroxenaline approx. 300x dose . . .

      

        

      
        OBSERVATIONS:

        —Severe Neuroxenaline interactions throughout body, in all organs, resulting in changes to speed, strength, stamina, and all physical capabilities . . .

        —Heightened fight/flight, rage, and anger responses . . .

      

        

      
        PROGNOSIS:

        —Highly likely that organs will fail under duress of Neuroxenaline compound . . .

        —Predicted lifespan between 1-3 weeks . . .

        —Usability as UTA asset? Unlikely. Advised course of action to induce stasis coma and commit body to medical research . . .
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      Time passed for Carl Sebastian in the same blur of brilliant white lights and masked faces, interspersed with bouts of incredible rage . . . and pain.

      No one got out. No one returned.

      In moments of lucidity amidst the fever dreams of past and current wars, these words kept on repeating in Carl’s head.

      Rehabilitation was where old WarDogs went. It was where they never came back from. It was the place where they were “dealt with” by the Terran Alliance for being too dangerous. The miniscule community of ex-gene soldiers who did manage to stay on the run after the first Alliance-Palacian War told each other gory rumors about their comrades getting sliced up and studied for military science. Or of being shipped off into slavery on vast industrial world-mining projects.

      “Ach!” Carl once again hissed as agony tore up through his legs, through the very marrow of his bones when he sought to walk the short distance around his new room.

      The old medical unit that had been holding him was gone, and this morning (if indeed it was morning—there were only electric lights in this place), Carl had awoken to find himself in a wide room with one wall entirely made of mirror glass. There was a bed, a medical scanner unit, and a variety of test equipment.

      “It’s the xeno-agent,” said the only other person in the room, a younger male UTA nurse dressed in the same pristine blues as any of the others. His nametag read Mohlnar. Carl shot a wary glance at him, full of suspicion. What was the nurse about to do? Was this the moment they would decide to put Carl down?

      Carl Sebastian tensed as the nurse quickly reached out towards him—but in his current state, there was nothing that Carl could do about it. Holding onto the railings took everything he had, and he had no strength left to stop the nurse as Mohlnar suddenly—

      Steadied him where he stood and waited for Carl to regain his balance.

      “When you fell into that pool, you took a massive dose. It has been rewriting your body chemistry, but it’s doing it so fast that your body can’t keep up. Here . . .” the nurse said with apparent ease.

      The man guided him to a chair and eased him down before returning with a glass of water.

      “Is that it? Water?” Carl snarled, feeling his anger start to rise already. He was angry about being here, angry about why he was here. Angry at these people for not trying to help him.

      Remember what I have been taught. Keep control of it. Keep the rage down. He breathed in slowly for three, paused for a moment, and breathed out for three. He didn’t exactly feel better afterwards, but he was a little clearer.

      “There’s no drug we can give you, Carl,” the nurse said with a shiver of nervousness. “We have to trust that your body will adapt.”

      “And if it doesn’t?” Panic spiked through him.

      Mohlnar opened his mouth to say something, but there was no response. It was clear to Carl what that meant.

      “My, my team?” the man tried instead. “Pillarman Team One. Lieutenant Abrams, Specialists Mendiata, Tucker? How are they? Did they get out of Bwca?”

      The nurse blinked. “I’m afraid I don’t know anything about that, Carl.”

      He always uses the same tone of voice when speaking to me, Carl thought. The same calm, measured tone that was never overly excited or passionate or upset. The WarDog wondered if he had been trained for this.

      “What about the war? The Palacians raided Bwca first. They killed our ambassador at Harmony!” Carl said.

      At this, there was a slight hesitation from Mohlnar. The man looked away briefly then straightened up.

      “Just concentrate on getting better, Carl.”

      Oh, so it’s going THAT well, is it?

      But despite the dual threats of war and his own body ripping itself to shreds, Carl did, somehow, begin to improve. The sudden muscular pains, even though still crippling, happened a lot less. And he was able to think clearer, past the sudden anger of his augmented chemicals—until eventually, sometime after his waking up that could have been hours or days later, the ex-WarDog began his training.
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      “It’s a garden.” Carl frowned as he and Mohlnar reached the place where he was to begin his “retraining program.”

      This is all a test, isn’t it? he told himself. The colonel said that this was to get him ready to return to service—but what if this was how they worked out whether to keep him alive or not . . .

      No one returned. No one got out.

      “It is a garden,” Mohlnar agreed noncommittally.

      The calm, easy-going UTA nurse had arrived to supply Carl with a fresh white encounter suit—“With all the bells and whistles we need,” Mohlnar had said (including medical sensors plus heart rate and chemical scanners, Carl figured). Mohlnar had then taken him outside of the room for the first time, leading him down a long, empty white corridor through a series of three separate doors that had to be opened before he was allowed outside.

      To find that he was in fact on a habitable planet, which Carl was vaguely surprised about, to be honest. He had thought that he would be at least on some military black-ops station hidden far away from view somewhere or even inside some UTA intelligence ship.

      Instead, he was facing a brief avenue of trees planted in actual grass, and in the distance, he could make out more vegetation shading a high stone wall.

      “I thought you said that this was training?” Carl asked, expecting at the very least a weights bench and probably a battle-field simulator replete with razor wire, trenches, and landmines.

      Instead, there was just an avenue of very old trees with delicate pink blossoms and the sudden sound of a voice as a woman stepped out from under the boughs.

      “It’s the dangers you don’t expect that get you,” said the woman, who in Carl’s estimation appeared north of sixty. She was much smaller than Carl was, barely five foot four perhaps, with dark hair that was mostly shot through with silver and tied back into a bun at the back of her head. She wore a night-black robe like a kimono, and her eyes were a brilliant green, bright and piercing. Carl watched as she nodded at Nurse Mohlnar to leave them and walked forward, leaning on a simple, black wood staff.

      “I—I don’t think I understand,” Carl managed to say as the woman stepped up close to examine him with those bright eyes, humming distractedly to herself.

      “No, I dare say you wouldn’t,” the woman said simply. “My name is Mai Ling, and your senior officers invited me here to help train you.” She looked skeptically at him, before promptly proceeding to crack him on the dome of the head with her staff.

      “Ach! Hey!” Carl staggered backwards a few steps. He hadn’t even seen her move. And he certainly hadn’t expected her to be able to move so fast.

      “What, do you think the Fomorians will play by the rules?” Mai Ling said before the black staff flickered out once more and this time slapped him across the shins with a resounding crack.

      “Hss!” Carl hobbled backwards. The pain was excruciating. Why was she doing this to him? Was this some sort of stupid Kung Fu Kid kind of deal?

      “I thought you were supposed to be special. I agreed to help train you because they told me you had promise.” The mature woman advanced once again, this time jabbing forward with the wooden rod.

      Carl had seen the attack coming, however. This time, he side-stepped the strike easily, feeling a light, elastic buoyancy start to rise in his limbs. The sort of feeling that usually accompanied the flush of his rage-inducing, battle-ready chemicals.

      “I know what you’re trying to do,” Carl warned her, taking another light hop to one side as the woman’s rod harmlessly swept into the place where he had been.

      “Hmm. Much better composure than I had anticipated,” the woman returned.

      As something fell out of the trees and onto Carl.

      “Argh!”

      Carl shouted, as much in surprise as in pain as the metal spider-like thing fell from the branches overhead to land on his arm, and the weight of it dragged him to the ground in an instant. All of a sudden, he was thrashing in the dirt, and something with waving metal legs, each ending in terribly sharp pincers, attached itself to him.

      No!

      Carl felt a surge of disgust at the thing, grabbing at one of its flashing legs and attempting to pry it back from his arm.

      “You will have to do a whole lot better than that, I’m afraid, Mr. Sebastian!” the woman’s voice called out . . .

      Whump!

      And there was another flicker of movement as another shadow hit the grass behind him and another of the spider-like creatures fell from the canopy above and launched itself onto his back.

      “Ach!”

      Carl felt the tiny pincers pierce his suit and then the flesh of his back as well. The weight of both these things was heavy, and they moved with a terrible urgency, their legs flailing and scratching towards his face.

      No! NO!

      Carl growled, kicking out with his legs so that he was staggering backwards over the grass, feeling the keen pain in his flesh as he launched his back against one of the trunks of the trees. The pain increased with the sharp crunch, but there was also an immediate lightness as the creature fell from his back to hit the floor and flail uselessly into the air.

      “Urgh!” But the one on his arm was continuing to puncture his flesh, and with every moment, it appeared to cut and dig its way up, closer his face.

      Carl felt a sudden flash of anger, that same anger that had been instilled in him by UTA doctors a long time ago. He spun around, raising his hand as he dashed it and the creature against the trunk of the tree. He caused its outer hull to crack and smash in one movement, for the spider-like thing to fall into two parts and join its fellow.

      Blood sheeted down his wrist and hand, but Carl didn’t even notice it as he turned with a snarl towards the cause of his distress—the woman. The WarDog didn’t even know if his hand had been badly hurt in striking the tree as he took a charging step towards her.

      “What the frack was that all about!” he demanded, spitting into the grass as he felt his chest heave.

      Mai Ling in the black robe with the silver hair didn’t move and didn’t even appear fazed at the WarDog marching straight towards her. She stood there, a slight frown on her face as she peered up at him.

      “It’s called Threat Activation Training, and you have resoundingly failed. Perhaps I should advise your doctors to put you back in the stasis coma if you continue to be this useless to me,” the woman called Mai Ling said with a sigh. She turned on her heel and started to walk back up the avenue of trees towards the far end.

      Carl was left stunned and puzzled, all of his anger rolling through his body like a storm with nowhere to go. His rational mind knew that this woman was somehow the cause of his distress, but he also knew well enough that this was training—she was trying to get him riled up, to lose control.

      And it was starting to work. He felt his senses sharpen. For one moment, he thought he was aware of every leaf and blossom on the trees around him. Every whisper of wind. Every fold of cloth of Mai Ling’s robe.

      “Hmm,” he heard the woman’s say from where she had paused and turned. “You are going to die, Corporal Sebastian. You are a WarDog. A liability to the UTA and to everyone around you. Is it any wonder that both of your previous teams were brought to disaster?”

      The fury was rising up inside Carl. He could feel his chest expand. How dare she talk to him like this? Didn’t she know that wartime meant harsh decisions?

      “You don’t know what you’re talking about,” he growled as the woman called Mai Ling berated him.

      “What happened to your first unit, hmm? What was it—Alpha Fireteam, 6th Battalion? Didn’t they all die?” Mai Ling demanded.

      “Not all of them, lady.” Carl’s eyes narrowed. He could feel the pound of his own heartbeat now like a hammering crescendo.

      “Really. And what then do you think happened at Bwca? Why did it end with your superior officer and half of the others injured while you believed with your mutant biology that you could save the day? Don’t you see how you endanger any team you’re in just by existing?!” She flung her words at him, and Carl winced at every one. They were somehow more hurtful than even the pincers of the machines that had fallen on him.

      “It’s not like that!” Carl said, his temper flaring up hot and furious. He didn’t want to examine too closely why these words hurts so much.

      “You’re a damn mutant, Corporal Sebastian. Useless. Dangerous!” Mai Ling advanced on him.

      I’m not. I’m a human. A soldier, Carl thought. But . . . am I?

      “There is a war raging, and there are thousands, perhaps tens of thousands of people by now who do not have the chances you want. There are UTA soldiers and marines and staffers who do not have freedom and liberty and health—because they are dead!”

      “That’s not—that’s not my fault!” Carl burst out as he clenched his hands into fists and thrust them to his sides, wary that they would escape him any moment.

      “Really?” Mai Ling continued regardless. “The Palacians are destroying outposts and burning ships from the sky. They are burning worlds while you lounge here! We do not have the freedom to wait around for you, Corporal Carl Sebastian. You say it isn’t your fault, but maybe if you had done your job nine years ago, we wouldn’t be here!”

      No. Carl started to shake as the adrenaline flowed a cyclone through him.

      “If you had done your job, then maybe your old unit wouldn’t be dead!” she said.

      And Carl lost it.

      All thought left him as the WarDog surged forward, bloodied hands outstretched as he reached for the object of ire. Any semblance of humanity was gone as his features scrunched into a terrible snarl, and his body felt like it was powerful—he was powerful. He was unstoppable. His rage could break worlds . . .

      But to his surprise, Mai Ling was not where his hands instantly swept together as he pounced. Where had she gone? He spun around.

      Thock!

      For a flash as the wooden staff rapped him on the center of the forehead.

      Carl roared, lunged towards his target.

      Thock!

      Another pain struck his calves, and then he was tripping over the staff that caught at his ankles and was slamming into the floor heavily.

      But falling over and wooden sticks wasn’t about to stop him. It couldn’t stop a WarDog with designer chemicals surging through his system—he jackknifed to his feet and lunged again.

      But this time, Mai Ling did not dodge out of the way. She instead stepped fast and closer to him, getting in under his reach as her hands blurred.

      “Urk?”

      Somehow she had managed to get one arm under his raised fist, easing it away from her face in whisper-fast time and then changing her grip so that she was pulling his hand back on itself. It locked with white-hot agony.

      Carl, full of chemical bravery, ignored his own pain and threw the other punch—but before it could land, she had struck him three times: upper chest, just under the windpipe, side of the throat, and then once more—abruptly on the temple.

      “Argh!” The result was strange and surprising. Carl couldn’t breathe. He gasped and struggled for air, his limbs suddenly felt weak, and he collapsed to the floor. The WarDog groaned as his body betrayed him.

      “What—what have you done to me?!” Carl murmured as the weakness spreading through him replaced the chemical anger. His limbs weren’t working. It was like she had struck him with some sort of chemical sedative but had only used her fists.

      “Simple nerve strikes,” Mai Ling said scornfully. “You’ll recover in a few moments.” She stepped away from him daintily, brushing her hands and casually picking up her staff.

      “Maybe that will be a lesson to you not to attack your superior officers,” Mai Ling said lightly as he lay on the floor gasping for air. She didn’t even appear out of breath, despite the attack.

      “Corporal Sebastian, you are completely at the mercy of your chemicals, and you have no idea how to harness them. Your anger means that you have no idea how much danger you are in, and therefore, no way of protecting your fellow teammates in battle.”

      She said all this lightly as she turned to start walking back up the avenue

      “If you are to be of use to the UTA, Corporal Sebastian—you will need to master yourself and fast!”

      And as mysteriously as she had arrived, Mai Ling had vanished.

      What?!

      Carl was left there, his body still struggling with waves of fatigue as he tried to assess what had just happened. This woman was some kind of trainer for the UTA facility he was in, that was obvious—but did she want him to control the rage impulse or to express it? She, annoyingly, seemed to be saying both.

      “Carl.” There was a sound from behind him as Nurse Mohlnar appeared, hurrying over the lawn. He did not appear to register the destroyed bodies of the spider-like things.

      “I see that could have gone better,” Nurse Mohlnar said in a tone that managed to be completely nonjudgmental as he helped the panting Carl to his feet.

      “But—but,” Carl worried. “Does this mean you will put me back in a stasis coma?”

      Nurse Mohlnar shrugged. “Oh no, Mai Ling is always like that,” he said.
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      Carl’s time at the Facility became a blur of activity and yet one that had an identifiable routine: food would arrive at his large room, delivered by similarly blue-suited nurses. None of whom said anything except for the one time that Carl asked them what the strange slabs of gooey-textured gunk were inside a thick shake. “Nutrients,” the nurse had informed him before lapsing into the characteristic silence.

      After this, Carl would hit the various weights and exercise machines around his room, and at some point around midday or midmorning, Nurse Mohlnar would once again arrive to escort him to his next training session.

      None of the sessions that he then took part in involved the mysterious (and completely unreasonable, Carl considered) Mai Ling.

      Carl saw no one else at the Facility other than Nurse Mohlnar, but he couldn’t shake the feeling of being watched and assessed at every turn. Each corridor had the same small, black cameras set in the ceilings, and he was sure that his room had to be bugged and under surveillance too.

      But where are all the other WarDogs, then? he asked himself before being uncomfortably struck with the idea that he could be the last one. There were never many of us anyway, were there? he thought. Two hundred? Three?

      But instead of answers, Carl was confronted by the empty, white corridors to a variety of different training sessions. One involved running as far as he could on a machine, and one involved holding his breath underwater for as long as he could in an indoor plunge pool. He still never saw another soul or heard a word about how good or bad his progress was. The latest training session was a room with a row of large chairs with complicated wires and control boxes. Nurse Mohlnar advised him to sit in one so that sensors and scanners could be attached to his temples, arms, legs, and chest.

      “What does this thing do?” Carl managed to ask—and then lights glittered before his eyes as holographic images coalesced, lights and darting shapes. At first, they were monochromatic, variations of one or two colors that flickered briefly.

      “You brought me all this way for a light show?” Carl started to say before there was a sudden flash of light in the holofield, and an equivalent stab of pain in his upper arm nearest to the light.

      “Ouch! Hey—what?”

      “Raise your arms,” Mohlnar said. Carl followed his advice and saw a green holo of a shield appear.

      The next flicker of light appeared on the other side of him, far to his left. Carl struck out with an arm, but it was too late, and his head felt a stab of electric pain.

      “Wait—is this the training mode?” Carl said, just as the holographic display of colors before him started to flash and flare once again—like a storm, Carl saw. The sudden flashes of painful light broke out from the chaotic swirls of colors. If he could react fast enough . . .

      He caught the next flash in the green shield on his fists and suddenly was moving his hands faster, predicting the swirls of light before him.

      The light show sped up, grew faster, faster still—until Carl’s hands were moving before him as fast as if he were conducting an orchestra. Red light, purple light, blue light moved and danced.

      Like the flames of battle, Carl thought, distantly remembering a time when he had been running through a Palacian facility while his own side’s bombs had been falling. Gouts of flame and smoke were erupting from doors, and wall panels were blowing all around, behind, above, and to either side with sparks as he turned and ducked—

      Flash!

      He was too slow for one of them, and an answering electric shock met his body, but Carl didn’t flinch. His hands moved faster the next time and faster still.

      There was movement at the door of the testing room, and for the first time since he had been here, he noticed that others had entered the room. Carl was too busy reacting to even spare them a glance.

      “Ach!” His concentration slipped as he tried to side-eye the congregating figures in white, but the simulation was speeding up too fast for him to do anything but concentrate. Carl’s hands moved faster and then faster still as they caught the next flash of light before it became pain and then the next and the next . . .

      “Stars!” One of the white-suited doctors or scientists whispered.

      “Look at these neurological connections!”

      But Carl was in the flow of action. His hands were moving as soon as the colors started to swirl. It reminded him of combat when the shots were firing and his heartbeat was hammering in his ears. At one point, it almost felt like a dance. A game that he was playing with the danger. An orchestra of threat, response, anticipation, threat, response . . . His body and mind were born for this. Excelled at this.

      Blip!

      Simulation completed.

      At once, the waves of color froze, leaving Carl panting and his body electric with possibility. There was a distant ache running throughout his flesh, but his augmented physiology meant it was easy to ignore. As Carl blinked and his vision cleared, he glanced over to see the congregation of white-suited professionals who were clearing hurriedly, looking at console screens in their hands. Several of them threw calculating, appraising glances back at him.

      “Wait—how did I do? Did I do well? Was that what you wanted me to do?” The ex-WarDog asked—but none answered as they swiftly left the room.

      But there had been someone else there hovering in the corridor who didn’t leave as quickly as the others—someone tall in a white suit with a shock of white hair. Isn’t that the doctor from when I woke up? Carl thought. Then Mohlnar appeared, and the door closed behind him.

      “So, uh—did I do well?” Carl said to the nurse as the man hurried to detach sensors and straps from the seat to release him.

      Mohlnar blinked, appeared uncharacteristically flustered for a moment. “You completed the task ahead of time. No one expected you to,” the man said with a smile. He helped Carl up from his seat. “Now, we get you some more food.”

      As Carl stood up from the seat, he noticed something he hadn’t noted before. There were deep scratch marks on the arm rests, and several parts of the metal braces there looked distressed, as if they had been wrenched apart.

      I wasn’t the first person to be in that chair, Carl was thinking.

      And whoever had been in it before him—it didn’t look as though they had fared as well as he had.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROGRESS REPORT

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Subject: Test Subject 23

        ID: SEBASTIAN, Carl (Cpl)

      

        

      
        First-wave subject . . .

        Massive additional exposure to Neuroxenaline approx. 300X dose . . .

      

        

      
        OBSERVATIONS:

        —Unprecedented neurological activity. Synaptics firing at 3X above predicted potential, 6X human normal.

        —Apparent heightened ability to ignore pain.

        —Apparent sensitivity to emotional triggers.

      

        

      
        PROGNOSIS:

        —Highly likely that organs will fail under duress of Neuroxenaline compound . . .

        —Predicted lifespan between 3-6 months . . .

        —Usability as UTA asset? Unsure. Potential, if survives.
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      Philas B, Contested Space

      

      It was nighttime on the burning planet, and Commander Krebs, lately of the UTA warship the Orion, was huddled by the ruins of a stone building and wondering when the rescue mission was going to start.

      “What do you mean, they can’t get through?!” Commander Krebs hissed to his lieutenant, his voice cutting through the sounds of an encampment of dirt-stained, exhausted, and weary soldiers. But his lieutenant—along with the rest of the thirty-two men and women that had survived the Orion—was wide-eyed and ghoulish. The commander knew that they were approaching the end of their endurance.

      They’re sailors, not marines, he thought. Although they’d all been taught the essentials of infantry combat—as every service personnel of the UTA military had—they were more suited to looking at navigation consoles and control panels, not surviving on whatever meager rations and ash-filtered water they could find down here.

      “Sir, the—the last message from Colonel Ananda said there were too many of them. The Palacians are pushing into every sector,” his lieutenant muttered wearily.

      It was almost the sound of a man who had lost hope, Krebs thought, and turned his head away to utter his snarl of frustration at how badly fracked this was.

      Even though Krebs knew that the enemy was far away—on the other side of the plains behind them, perhaps, or in the skies above—he still didn’t want to raise his voice.

      As he peered around the corner of broken stone, he saw the dark surface of Philas B before him. What should be moonlit meadows filled with corn and beets and greens that the verdant farming world provided the Alliance was now much darker, pitch black with soot, and pocked with missile fire.

      There was a glimmer of light in the night, and Krebs raised his eyes. His visor automagnified as much as it could to see what the darting lines of light were up there, as if the stars had perversely been knocked off course.

      But even his Medium Tactical Suit visor wasn’t powerful enough to pick out what ship was what. He looked up, watching the darting engines and thruster fires of either the UTA fighters or the Palacian ones . . . there were flashes and flares in the night as each racing star after star exploded.

      “They’re blockading us,” Krebs whispered in anger, confusion, and frustration.

      Commander Krebs and his team had so far spent days down here on ravaged Philas B. Their previous home, the Orion, had held the line against the Palacian battle formation that had attacked the UTA farming world for approximately two hours before Krebs had been forced to call for the evacuation. Their stand had been a remarkable achievement in itself, but without the arrival of any supporting UTA forces in those vital first hours and with each and every one of the squadron fighters he had dispatched since destroyed—the Orion didn’t stand a chance.

      Krebs remembered the pounding, tortured screams of his hull as the Palacian missiles had found them at the same time that they had been running to their escape pods.

      Just thirty-two, the commander thought.

      Of the hundred and fifty souls on board the Orion, just thirty-two men and women had made it to the escape pods to fly through the burning atmosphere and to the planet’s surface.

      But Philas B was the distraction, wasn’t it? Krebs reasoned, doing his best to think tactically. Strategically.

      The Palacians killed the ambassador on Harmony. They attacked that godsforsaken moon Bwca out in frontier space.

      Then they jumped here, attacked a midworld, a farming world . . .

      One that was sure to have minimal protection because of its secure position in UTA space, Krebs realized. But the Palacians must have done that just like a cheap slap in the face of the Alliance, drawing their attention here.

      So the real invasions could begin.

      Krebs let out a low growl and pounded the stone wall with his fist. It was an old, old, and stupid trick. Why had they fallen for it? And why were the Palacians still up there, holding Philas space?

      “Sir? Sir!” He was in the middle of thinking these thoughts when he was rudely interrupted by the very same lieutenant.

      “A message?” Krebs looked down to see the man holding a unit in his hands. A navigation console. Had Colonel Ananda gotten through to them again?

      But the ghoul-eyed lieutenant wasn’t looking at the console. He was pointing out, beyond the broken tear in the farm building, to where there were bright lines of light spearing down from the heavens towards them.

      Too slow for missiles or bombs, Krebs thought. And the way they came straight across the sky, growing larger.

      “It’s a landing craft! Whose is it?” Krebs demanded. Could it be Ananda? Could it be the rescue mission?!

      “I’m not getting anything!” the lieutenant was saying, hands flickering over the nav console in worry—before it lit up with a message that even Krebs could see from where he stood.

      
        
        Unknown vessel!

      

      

      That could only mean one thing.

      Krebs snatched up his rifle, already turning to see what was beyond the building. A line of scrub woodland with blocky, gray buildings clustered around.

      “It’s the Palacians! Everyone get ready to move out on my command! Don’t fire until I say so!” Krebs was demanding as the bright lights ahead became the four flames of thrusters and then another four—as the Palacian dropship roared towards them.
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      The Facility

      

      Carl awoke in the middle of the night, certain that he had heard someone shouting.

      The WarDog lay on his white bed in the darkened room that was painted with shadows and the spilled, soft bluish light from the overhead LEDs.

      It was quiet save for the hum of distant medical machines.

      Was I dreaming? he thought in confusion. He watched the shadows of the fan slowly moving over the ceiling above his head and wondered if it was just another one of his dreams that haunted him.

      Carl had a complicated relationship with his dreams. Most of the time, he couldn’t remember concrete things that had happened in them, but he would often wake up with a psychic aftertaste in his mind and the vague memory of gunshots, explosions, and yes—screaming voices.

      But that goes with the territory, doesn’t it? Carl thought. The territory of being a soldier, a WarDog. These were the things that he had witnessed; these were the things he had even signed up for.

      But I was so young! The thought that flashed through his mind was fleeting, but it left that same bitter aftertaste as the nightmares had. He had only been eighteen when he had signed up for the United Terran Infantry, doing his three-month introductory training on Old Earth and then the six months of basic training on an Infantry super freighter as it shipped him and a few hundred others to the front line.

      Carl lay in the darkness, and he wondered a question that he hadn’t dared ask himself for a long time. Why.

      Why did I sign up at all? he thought as the overhead fan hissed and spun once, twice, again and again in an unceasing circle. Like his thoughts.

      The man wondered if he would make the same decision again if he had to do all over again, if he had his time back. He almost certainly believed that he wouldn’t—not after all of the pain and abuse that his body had suffered.

      But, but, but . . . Carl instantly felt embarrassed, guilty even of that decision. He had spilled and shared blood with people that he would call his brothers and sisters. He had seen incredible acts of sacrifice and bravery. Who was he to call all of that into question?

      And at the time . . . he distantly remembered a feeling of what it was like when he was eighteen. Of growing up on a planet that was overcrowded, underfunded, and dying—while outside, the entire universe was opening up thanks to the Enhanced Feynman Drive technology. Most of the people the same age as he was, if they could get jobs at all, worked in the mineral or mechanical reprocessing plants. Horrible and brutal factories that took old stock and broke it down for its innate material’s value—which would be rebuilt into the ships and drives of the future.

      It was hard, ceaseless, and dangerous, toxic work. The only other option would be to do a tour as a basic infantryman—just one tour—and then he would have a ticket out there to the colonies and stations of the UTA.

      And besides, Carl remembered being as outraged as everyone else at the unprovoked Palacian attacks on Alliance Colonies. At the firestorms that engulfed entire domes, at the daily reports of carriers that had been shot down. The Palacians had declared themselves a sovereign state, and when the Alliance had embargoed them, the Palacians had responded by holding carriers—Terran passenger carriers—hostage! It wasn’t such a long hop after that to a full-blown war between the two parties.

      So yeah, maybe I would make that same choice again, Carl was thinking. He turned over to go back to sleep—just as there was a scratching noise not very far from his head and the faint sound of a low groan.

      It clearly hadn’t been a dream.

      Carl lay there for a moment, unsure what to do. He heard the scratching return and then a furious muttering. Sitting up, he observed that the noise came from the wall near the bed—where there was a low air vent.

      “Hey—hello?” Carl turned silently, his feet hitting the cool floor as he rolled off the bed to crouch by the vent.

      The scratching sound paused and then resumed furiously, and with it came a voice.

      “You have to help me! We have to GET OUT!”

      The voice was frantic, harsh and, although muffled, Carl could make out the words. He flinched a little at the distress and fury that he heard in them before the scratching turned into distant banging. Whoever was on the other side of the wall was angry. Furious even.

      Another WarDog? Carl suddenly knew, the realization rolling down his spine like ice water. It had to be. Who else would have been taken to rehabilitation?

      “Soldier!” Carl hissed into the grate. “What unit were you in? I was Alpha Fireteam, 6th Battalion. Infantry.”

      “We have to get out of here! They’re going to kill us!” the voice on the other side hissed back in alarm.

      “Wait. What’s happening? What’s your name?!” Carl said as urgency replaced his fear. “I fought on Harmony. In the first offensive.”

      “Then they got you too!” The man snarled, and Carl could hear his voice coming back in ragged, wheezy gasps. “We should have died back there in the mud. Better than this life. Better than what they’re doing to us in here.”

      “What do you mean? What are they doing to you?” Carl demanded, but the man on the other side—a fellow WarDog, he was sure of it—wasn’t pausing for an answer. He was starting to make a hissing noise as he banged and pulled on the opposite grate.

      “They’re killing us! We have to GET OUT! You have to help us GET OUT!” The voice was shouting and yelling, taking on an eerie, high-pitched keen that made Carl shiver. It almost wasn’t the voice of a person at all but of some vengeful spirit.

      “Hey!”

      And then there was the sound of running feet down the corridor outside, a banging noise, and muted shouts. Carl felt his heart start to pick up at the unmistakable sounds of a fight breaking out, crude grunts and snarls, and the distant whumps of furniture or fists as bodies collided.

      And then, as quickly as it had started, the noise stopped—before being replaced with the sound of scraping, heavy boots in the corridor.

      “Hey?! Hey what’s going on?” Carl said, moving to the door to his facility and setting his hand over the activation pad—for nothing to happen. He was locked in, and the heavy footsteps outside were vanishing, only growing fainter and fainter, and leaving Carl alone in the darkened room, worried, perplexed, and wondering what he had just overheard.

      Corporal Carl Sebastian couldn’t sleep for the rest of the night and lay awake in the eerie grays and antiseptic blues thinking about that other voice. Was it another patient here? If so—who? Where were Lieutenant Abrams, Tucker, Mendiata? Had they survived? Were they fighting the war?

      Am I ever going to get out of here?

      At some point later in the washed-out grays, there was a low chime, and a light over his door turned green. The day had begun and so would his next round of tests.
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      “You aren’t doing it right!” the weathered voice of his strangest (and most irritable) teacher Mai Ling sounded, shortly before Carl’s eyes opened. There was a sharp smack on his forehead as she hit him with that black wooden pole.

      Thock!

      “Ack! Stars dammit!” Carl immediately felt a flare of indignation as his eyes snapped open to see the calm, cross-legged form of the woman seated in front of him in the garden of cherry blossom trees.

      Carl felt a snarl curling his upper lip at her intrusion, but Mai Ling gave a warning grunt and raised her stick once more.

      Don’t try to kill the teacher. Don’t try to kill the teacher, Carl thought, dragging his sudden temper back to the lesson.

      “Let the emotion arise, and if it serves no use, let it go . . .” Carl muttered a little scornfully.

      The pair were seated on the grass under what would appear to be quite a normal, bright day. If it weren’t for the fact that Carl was mind-numbingly bored and couldn’t see the point of any of this—and the awareness that somewhere out there beyond the dome of the sky, there was a war raging on with perhaps his own friends and comrades fighting in it—he could have almost enjoyed the peace. So far, Mai Ling had spent the last hour trying to teach him to “center” and “ground”—which appeared to entail doing not a lot of anything at all.

      “Exactly. Well, go on, then!” Mai Ling nodded at his words and glared at him.

      Breathe in, two, three . . . Carl took a breath and held it for a second before slowly letting it out again. It seemed to clear his head, taking the anger with it.

      Thock!

      “Ow!” Carl this time had already slapped a hand down and was pushing himself up from the floor to challenge the teacher when he realized that this was a part of the training. Mai Ling was glaring at him, a tiny half smile of self-congratulation on her face as if she were happy that he couldn’t complete his “training.”

      Training, Carl stifled his angered retort. That wasn’t what that mystery voice said was happening. What had happened to that man? What would happen to him if he failed?

      If I don’t get this right, Carl forced himself to sit back down and once again force his breathing through his nose as he refused the anger.

      If I don’t manage this, then they’ll put me back into a coma, Carl was thinking about the strange shouting of the other patient last night.

      Or worse?

      “Hmm. Good.” Mai Ling said with apparent surprise at Carl’s ability to control himself. “I see that you are learning something, at least. When your body feels threatened, it releases the waves of the Neuroxenaline compound that makes you feel angry, that demands that you fight,” she explained.

      “This is not a bad thing, and it is the only thing that really makes you useful at the moment,” Mai Ling considered glibly. “But you have to learn to use that anger and not be a slave to it. Right now, that anger is of no use to you. It will only get you into trouble, won’t it?” she asked. It was a rhetorical question. Carl could see that she didn’t really want his answer since she continued talking.

      “When you learn to look beyond the anger and the rage, you will discover that there are other benefits to your condition,” Mai Ling informed him.

      Right. Like being able to be shot and still keep on fighting for you? Carl thought, still annoyed.

      “Now close your eyes,” Mai Ling said.

      Carl frowned at her, certain that she was going to hit him with that dratted staff once again as soon as he had his eyes shut but forced himself to relax anyway. He sat there for a long pause as nothing happened.

      “What am I supposed to be doing?” Carl asked.

      “Nothing!” Mai Ling demanded. “Just sit! What is happening?” She threw the words at him.

      Carl didn’t think that anything much was happening at all, apart from him waiting to be attacked. I guess that sums up being a soldier, really.

      “What are your senses telling you?” Mai Ling asked.

      My senses? Carl thought this was borderline ridiculous, but he obliged.

      “Ah. It’s warm. My back is stiff.”

      Thock!

      “Argh!” Carl snarled and his eyes shot open, but he knew what she was going to say as soon as he reacted. With great force of will, he forced himself to breathe through his rage. He didn’t want to give her the satisfaction of seeing him fail. Stubbornly, he closed his eyes once more.

      “Pay attention! What can you hear? See? Feel?” Mai Ling hissed before falling silent.

      Carl thought this was yet another stupid question, as he already knew the answers. What did she expect him to see or hear down here in a garden? But—with the threat of failure and whatever that might mean for him, he took a breath and tried to pay attention.

      There was the wind in the branches above. Even the rustle of the grass. Carl interrogated each sense as if it were a soldier delivering a situation report. What is happening? What are your observations? Predictions?

      He could even smell the grass, he thought—an earthy, living, green smell with a twinge of chlorophyll.

      And then, without Carl aware of how it happened, it seemed as though his senses both opened out and sharpened. He wasn’t just aware of the general breeze in the trees but also of the creaking of particular branches and then the scratching of twigs as the breeze moved them. There was a fine scent in the air too—a delicate fragrance that, judging from its direction, Carl knew had to come from the blossom on the trees.

      It was like his world had suddenly sharpened or some X-ray or technical scanner had been turned on. Carl knew that it was all in his imagination, but it was almost as if he had a three-dimensional map in his head of his surroundings built out of his senses.

      There was the particular brush of wind as it played down the avenue of grass towards him. Behind him was the faint hum of electricity from the Facility building itself, a vibration that was almost entirely beneath his awareness and yet there all the time as well . . .

      And then he was aware of Mai Ling sitting in front of him too. He could hear the rustle of her clothes as she breathed. Smell the disinfectant soap. Even get a sense of her shape as the wind played around her form.

      And then his sense-shape of her moved, and all of his impressions of her dissolved into a cloud.

      That damn staff! Carl thought as he dodged his head to one side and opened his eyes.

      For the black baton to swish harmlessly through the air before his very eyes. He had ducked just in time to avoid it.

      “Hmm!” Mai Ling was looking at him appraisingly and with surprise as well. “It seems that you are learning something after all!”

      “I—I could see you, kind of . . .” Carl said, surprised himself at what had happened. He knew that combat and his WarDog physiology enhanced his natural capabilities, but he hadn’t ever experienced it to this extent where he could even act without eyesight!

      “The compound enhances your reaction times and your awareness levels,” Mai Ling confirmed. “Once you learn to master the rage impulse, you can take advantage of these benefits. Think of how it could help you in battle! On a scouting or a protection mission!” Mai Ling congratulated him.

      Carl nodded that he understood.

      “There is theoretically no limit to your sensory capabilities, and we simply do not have the data to understand how far this can be pushed,” Mai Ling said. “For example—we know that human beings give off pheromones, chemical clues, all the time. We know that small behavioral ticks reveal what our motivations and actions will be. Would it be possible to identify attackers before they had drawn their weapons? The human body is awash with vibrations and radiations and frequencies all the time—is it possible for the human body to detect different technologies? Even radio transmissions? The vibrations of a distant ship approaching, even if it is not visible?”

      “No way,” Carl said.

      “Other mammals can commonly detect oncoming storms and earthquakes,” Mai Ling countered seriously. “What would happen if the Terran Alliance had a contingent of soldiers who had capabilities that went beyond even that?!”

      “Like the WarDogs,” Carl muttered, his brow frowning deeply. “That’s what you mean, isn’t it?” His tone was accusative, but Mai Ling didn’t even appear to mind if it was.

      “Yes. So what?” he watched her say, nonplussed.

      What happens when you use me up and throw me away? Or if I fail one of these little tests of yours? Carl thought hard as he felt his heart pound a little.

      He watched as Mai Ling wetted her lips, then spoke in clipped tones.

      “You saw the Fomorian Brigade, Corporal Sebastian.” It wasn’t a question. “You saw what they were capable of. Cyborg soldiers without any need for food, water, rest—who can even moderately survive in a vacuum. That changes the war completely.”

      “Of course it does—” Carl began to argue before Mai Ling cut him off.

      “Let me tell you a secret, Corporal. The Alliance had no idea about the Fomorian program until the information was leaked to us. No idea at all. But now, it seems that the Fomorians were what Palace was developing all this time. As soon as they are ready, they will use these unstoppable soldiers in their war against our territories.

      “That is what we are facing, Corporal. An enemy that does not stop, does not tire, and does not need provisioning. They can just be manufactured and released.”

      Mai Ling’s eyes glittered harshly. “You cannot blame the Alliance for wanting to know if we already have assets that are as effective.”

      Carl felt a wave of emotions, of weight on his shoulders. Do I really want to be thrown against the enemy? Am I a part of some new WarDog program? What if I fail?

      “But for now, Corporal Sebastian—I have been tasked to see if you can even return to service, given that you took the largest dose of the xeno-agent that any human ever has.”

      “And if I can, if they find out that I am useful, then . . .” Carl thought, glowering, “then there will be others like me?”

      “Then you will perhaps be able to help your teammates,” Mai Ling corrected, and instantly, Carl’s thoughts turned to Tucker, Mendiata, Abrams.

      “If you survive, that is,” the teacher said lightly—before stepping up from the floor. “Session is over, Corporal. You did well today. Continue!”

      What other choice do I have? Carl thought. He got to his feet as Nurse Mohlnar arrived to lead him back into the Facility.
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        * * *

      

      This is a WarDog program. The WarDog program, Carl was thinking as he walked the corridor behind Nurse Mohlnar, his thoughts churning.

      What if he couldn’t master his emotions? What if he couldn’t succeed here?

      The man knew with painful clarity that failure couldn’t be an option. Not for him. And clearly not for that man last night.

      He opened his mouth, about to say something to Mohlnar about what he had seen—and then instantly thought better of it. As appeasing or nonjudgmental as his nurse seemed, Carl was certain that he would only be getting the official line from him. That was if Mohlnar even knew anything more about the program than just his role as a steward.

      As they walked, Carl tried to get a picture of the rehab facility. From the way that the corridors slightly curved, he got the sense that it might be circular or oval shaped, but it would have to be quite a large dome. The walls were paneled with thin white metals, and there were porthole-like doors without windows that you might see on a ship. That was why, Carl knew, he first had the impression that he must be on a ship and not on a planet.

      The rooms are on the inside? he thought as they turned a corner inwards, following the route that by now Carl knew was to his own room.

      BWARR!

      All at once, there came a distant clang of an alarm and an answering blip from Nurse Mohlnar’s lapel buzzer.

      Carl saw the nurse startle, moving to snatch the small communication bug on the lapel of his blue suit and hold it to his ear.

      “. . . Priority One Event on Level 2 . . .”

      Carl overheard the faint, glitchy sounds even though Mohlnar was doing his best to shield his palm.

      “Coming your way, immediate lock down—” The voice was advising, alarmed, and Carl felt the electric sensation rush up from the soles of his feet once again, filling his limbs with a sense of readiness.

      Nurse Mohlnar appeared similarly affected, if more flustered. The man quickly half turned to glance down their passageway, flicking a glance at one of the closed doors—is that the way out? Carl wondered. Or the lift to Level 2?—before the nurse hurriedly beckoned him forwards.

      “Get into your room.” The man’s tone changed almost immediately, becoming harsh and declarative. Any former pretence of Mohlnar being placid, friendly, or on his side vanished.

      “Room, now!” Mohlnar was saying, and Carl found himself already turning to take a step, to follow orders.

      Before he hesitated.

      Wait, why do I have to take orders? Carl thought as he looked back at Mohlnar.

      “What’s happening?” Carl asked instead. He found himself frowning at the other man. I’m supposed to be a super soldier. Am I? Or am I a captive?

      “What’s wrong?” Carl said once again, feeling strangely calm. “I might be able to help.”

      “Help?” Mohlnar coughed, his jaw tightening and eyes once again darting to the door. “No. Get into your room!” Mohlnar demanded again.

      He was nervous. Worried, Carl knew. Perhaps it was his recent lesson with Mai Ling, but Carl was aware of the way that the nurse’s breathing had increased in tempo. His hands were half clenching, moving to his hip as if there should be (but wasn’t) a gun there.

      “Why?” Carl asked.

      “We haven’t got time. Dammit I said—” Mohlnar burst out, taking a step towards Carl and raising his hand—just before that door that Mohlnar kept glancing at slammed open, and two enraged figures stormed out.
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      “There! Get them!”

      Carl saw the two figures charging into the corridor and barely had time to register them before they were moving to attack.

      Two figures dressed in off-white suits just like the one that Carl himself was wearing had burst out from the door and were already running towards them. One was a large man with rangy stubble over his face and wild, staring eyes, while the other was a woman with blonde hair that had been in a ponytail but was now disheveled and ragged.

      Both had sprays of dark spatter over their suits which Carl instantly knew had to be blood—and both held in their hands sections of metal pipes.

      “Revenge!” the man roared as both figures leapt towards Nurse Mohlnar and Carl with their makeshift weapons raised. The attackers appeared incensed with anger, and Carl knew in a heartbeat that they had to be old WarDogs like himself.

      Mohlnar, either to his credit or his misfortune, was slightly ahead of Carl and had already turned to face them by the time that the first WarDog, the woman, reached him.

      Even though Carl had fought alongside WarDogs—indeed, he had fought alongside the very first generation of WarDogs—he had never really stopped to consider how they fought and behaved compared to other people. Perhaps it was because he was always stuck in the middle of the action himself, suffused with the feelings of rage and anger and bloodlust.

      However, right now, with Mohlnar blocking Carl’s access to the other WarDogs, Carl saw how the woman and the man snarled as their faces and their whole beings were contorted into rictus grins of savage fury. They barely looked human anymore, he thought as he saw the woman bring her hand down with the metal club.

      And Mohlnar already raising one hand to counter it in a block.

      The female WarDog moved as quickly as a stage magician. With a flick of her wrist, she had reversed her grip in the middle of her swing and was now using her club to hook around Mohlnar’s wrist as she locked it against the wall.

      “Argh!” There was an awful popping sound from the nurse’s hand. The female WarDog lunged forward to crack the man on the side of the head in one powerful, surging movement.

      The nurse didn’t even have a chance with the speed of the WarDog. Already, he was crumpling to the ground ahead of Carl as the woman began snarling at him instead.

      “Back up!” Carl demanded—but the woman was already beyond reason. Carl raised a hand to warn her just as Mohlnar had done, but he saw how her eyes slid past his own, to his hand, to his legs.

      She’s analyzing my stance, the thought flashed through Carl’s mind. He knew this because this was precisely what he used to do himself. Working out how best to neutralize me. How to put me down at once.

      The woman was already moving, lifting her legs to quickly jump over Mohlnar’s prone form as Carl slid his feet to one side and twisted his hips. He shoved his hands outwards.

      The strike caught the woman in midair as she pounced towards him—throwing her back against the wall with a heavy slap of flesh on metal.

      “Rargh!” But she just rebounded, landing on the floor and already launching back towards him. Her iron grip hadn’t loosened on the metal bar that she swung at him.

      Frack! Carl stepped back as it whistled past his nose.

      She’ll lunge next! he told himself as he was proven right. She had reversed her grip and was stabbing forward with the pipe. Carl had already anticipated it, slapping his hand down to grab her wrist with one hand and then slam his open palm into her elbow.

      “Ugh!” The strike twisted her arm and should have locked it, forcing her to the floor in agony—but the WarDog was too enraged to pay attention to her own arm, even though there was a sickening pop as her shoulder dislocated.

      And she hit Carl on the side of the head with her other, good fist.

      “Ack!” It was a solid punch, and Carl saw a flash of stars and tasted blood for a moment as he staggered back. With the sudden bark of pain, he lost his grip on her now useless arm as he stumbled and felt his back hit the wall.

      Kill! And then the rage inside his head began to thunder. It was like a surge of energy that was rising through the soles of his feet, bringing with it memories of battle, of fire and flame . . .

      The only thing that stopped him from unleashing his anger was the terrible awareness that they were just like him, and he like them. They were WarDogs. They had probably shared the same battlefields. Bled on the same alien dirt.

      For all Carl knew, this woman and this man might have saved his life in some distant campaign, and he might never have known.

      No! He forced himself to breathe, clenching his fists as he demanded that the rage that he felt leave him. If he had to fight, he would—but he wouldn’t kill them. Not these people, fellow soldiers who had never asked to be here, and in whose place he might be standing if he were just a fraction less lucky.

      “Easy, Josie, easy!” The other man, the one with the beard and the staring eyes, was shouting as he restrained the blonde-haired woman who had attacked Nurse Mohlnar and Carl.

      “Look! He’s like us! He’s like us!” The man insisted to her as he held her in a bear hug, heaving her from the floor to stop her from charging back at Carl.

      “He’s a WarDog, see? Fire and fury! WarDogs forever!” the man was hissing at the woman called Josie, and somehow, Carl saw her start to calm down, to breathe.

      “Fire . . .” Carl saw her mutter the words. “And fury?”

      It was one of the old, unofficial mantras of the WarDogs, Carl knew. He held his fist over his heart in the traditional gesture of fellow servicemen mourning their own.

      “Fire and fury,” Carl said seriously, remembering all of the past times that he himself had howled that as he had jumped or charged headlong into battle. It was a shout of self-congratulatory viciousness, of heroic savagery on which the WarDogs prided themselves. A terrible understanding that they were monsters, and that they were the best at what they did.

      And, Carl thought as his eyes found theirs, he knew that soon the mantra had become a joint whisper of despair. The genetically enhanced WarDog units were formidable, but they had been used as shock troops. The first to cross the barricades. The first to attack entrenched and armored Palacian positions. The first to cross the line, the first to be dropped into enemy territory.

      They had lost a lot.

      “One-hit wonders, huh?” the man with the scratchy beard said as he finally let go of the blonde-haired woman. Carl watched her warily as she heaved great bucketfuls of air.

      “Ha, yeah,” Carl said without any sense of humor in his voice. “One-hit wonder”—another dark piece of WarDog humor that referred to what they knew they were. Their extravagant use by their superior officers and then their systematic betrayal after the first war had made all of their tiny, twitchy community painfully aware of the fact.

      “Use one, throw away later?” Carl offered back, and there was a glimmer of a ghoulish smile on the man’s face.

      “Join us. Help us get out,” the man wheezed, and it was then that Carl saw how bad his color was. He looked graying and sweaty, as if he were ill.

      “I bet there’s a ship out there somewhere. I’ve got a friend in System 6. We can hide out there until we find a place,” the man was saying quickly, and Carl’s feelings were tempestuous.

      Should he side with them?

      Should he try to escape this place?

      Where were his loyalties anyway—to these former WarDogs, or to Pillarman Abrams, Mendiata, and Tucker whom he had served with so recently?

      “Hey!”

      And then their moment of recollection was halted by a loud, angry voice coming from the end of the corridor.

      “FREEZE!”

      The corridor that Carl had just come from was now full of black-garbed security officers. Carl saw their heavy visors in place, their polysteel armor.

      And their guns. They held stubby, two-handled semiautomatics up. They didn’t waste any time in rushing down the corridor towards them.

      “We can take ’em!” the man shouted. Carl could swear that he felt the flicker of emotions release through the WarDogs as the man and the blonde-haired woman threw themselves forward.

      “Wait!” Carl managed to say—but it was already too late as the others had given themselves over to their emotions or perhaps had no choice. They had already run towards the facilities guards, their hands outstretched like wicked claws. Carl turned.

      And the guards opened fire.

      Carl hit the floor and rolled just as he had been trained to do—but these guards were good. Very good, in fact. There weren’t any wild shots here at all. None. None that missed their targets as the two WarDogs went down in an instant of thunder and thumping bodies.

      Carl Sebastian had already slid out of his roll and hit the opposite wall, turning back to a crouch at the instant that the bullets stopped, and he was raising his head at the line of security guards that were advancing down the tunnel. Red laser light flashed in his eyes, and he snarled back at the glare of their laser-sight targets.

      But the security guards of the Facility hadn’t fired on him yet. In front of him, the man and the woman were down on the floor, unmoving, and the guards hadn’t continued firing as was customary in the military—to “dominate and overwhelm.”

      They had paused. The thought flashed through Carl’s mind. They aren’t going to kill me?

      And then, have I let my comrades down?

      Carl was thinking this as the wave of security guards parted to reveal the white-suited, older doctor with the shock of white hair standing apart from the others, raising a gun, and shooting Carl several times in the chest.
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      Philas B, Contested Space

      

      “Go! Go—go!”

      Commander Krebs hissed as he slid into a crouch, turning back and firing several burst-fire rounds behind his men.

      The soldiers, officers, and staffers of the Orion were running through the murk of trees as explosions flared around and behind them. The enemy was closing, despite the speed that Krebs had been demanding of his troops.

      “On the right!” Krebs heard Lieutenant Western shout. The younger man was more at home behind a navigation console than he was behind a rifle, Krebs had always thought. Western was now crouched across from Krebs beside one of the large, scale-barked trees with long, drooping leaves and similarly firing bursts back the way that they had come.

      I thought we had gotten ahead of them, Krebs was thinking. We forded the river in the middle of the night—how did they follow?!

      The Palacians had made planetfall, landing what Krebs thought had to be Recon and Forward units on the burned plains of Philas B just sixteen hours ago. The commander knew that he didn’t have the troop power to counter the sixty or more strong, two-squad Palacian deployment (especially not if they were backed up by the heavy arms of two dropships!), and so had instead led his troops deeper into the Philas terrain, attempting to stay out of sight and behind cover.

      But thirty-two people are hard to hide. Krebs growled as he saw a distant flash of silver steel through the trees and fired at it. He saw sparks and a flash, guessed that he must have hit something, at least—before he broke away from his tree and ran back again twenty paces.

      It was a rear guard action, he knew, and a desperate one at that.

      Krebs had force-marched and jogged them into the line of trees at the edge of the vast agricultural meadows that covered the once-green continent of Philas B. He led them splashing down gullies and river gorges to climb the rocky banks up into the rise of wooded hills on the other side.

      It has to be difficult terrain, he knew, remembering whatever fragments of training strategy that he could. The pursuer must have as difficult a time as possible, losing stamina and endurance and speed as they attempt to follow the pursued.

      Make their job as difficult as you can possibly make it, Krebs thought. He reached his next spot and slid to a halt in the rich, dark woodland soil, turned, and slammed his shoulder against the side of the tree and raised his rifle.

      Just as several large balls of flame erupted from the far edge of the forest they were in. The forest rose up a hill line, so the explosions were technically down the slope from them—but Krebs could still feel the ground shake with the impact. They were bombarding them, using small munitions—probably grenade launchers, the officer reckoned.

      “Western! Move up!” he called out between the blasts.

      But it was the speed at which their pursuers traveled that scared him more, Krebs thought. He watched the lieutenant wait for a lull in the zipping wings of tracer fire to break his cover and run.

      Whichever Palacian unit was after them, it was as if they didn’t rest. Didn’t sleep. Krebs’ men and women had gotten no rest at all for the past three days, and the cracks were starting to show. People were collapsing. They were getting clumsy. People were starting to lose their composure.

      “Urk!” There was a sudden shout as Western went down, and the commander saw blood spraying from his calf as a bullet took him.

      “Soldier!” the commander shouted, racing forward immediately, his heavy boots sliding down the wooded slope as he swung between the alien trees towards his downed man.

      “No—sir! Go! Go!” the lieutenant was saying, attempting to wave him off and away, but Krebs was having none of it.

      “I’m not leaving anyone to die out here, Western. Don’t be ridiculous,” the commander said. “No one, y’hear? Now take my arm. Get up!”

      The commander had to shoulder his rifle in order to help Western to his feet. Blood was sheeting down the man’s calf, but there was no time for either of them to stop and dress the wound. Already, more tracer fire was seeking them out, and there were more glints of combat armor between the trees.

      “Sir! Stop! You’ll die!” Western attempted to pull away, but with a groan and a heave, the commander had seized him anyway, hauled him to his feet, and was attempting to jog as fast as his boots could carry him back up the wooded slope.

      Just as more gunfire blared and flashed around them—and no less than fifteen feet ahead, there was a sudden flash of dazzling light.

      And the ground ahead of them erupted in an explosion. A shock wave rippled through the forest floor, and a wave of heat rolled over them as they were thrown to the earth.

      “Ach!” Krebs lost his hold of Western as the man tumbled a few yards away. Dirt, soil, and burning bits of tree fell everywhere around.

      My rifle! Where’s my rifle?! Krebs was thinking, turning wildly, his ears ringing. He saw it a little ways off. He dove for it, snatching it up as shapes emerged through the trees, running towards them.

      The commander spun around, raising his rifle just as one of the Palacian troopers appeared.

      What?! Krebs was too startled at what he saw to even pull the trigger.

      The Palacian trooper before him was unlike any soldier that the commander had ever seen. In fact, he was unlike any human that he had ever seen before either.

      The Palacian wore a heavy skin of steel-like plates overlapping and overhanging each other. Half of its head was covered in a steel skullcap that was so tight, Krebs was sure that it was implanted into the skin. There were two blank, black spots for eye holes and a series of tubes emerging from the soldier’s pallid mouth, which snaked into the metal and rubber mantle of the neck.

      “What?!” The commander blinked, horrified and uncertain.

      The Fomorian snapped its head towards the commander in an instant and raised an arm: an arm which appeared to have a bulky attachment built into it. A set of tubes. A gun!

      Krebs rolled as the Fomorian’s cybernetic arm fired, a sharp crackle of bullets to pound into the already tortured and distressed earth. He landed with his rifle held up and fired. He was so near the Fomorian that it was almost impossible for him to miss, and he saw the burst of fire strike the chestplate of the strange, cybernetic warrior, skittering them back on their heels, forcing them to stumble to the ground.

      “Gotcha!” Commander Krebs said with a cheering cry, quickly scrambling to his feet.

      “Western! Western—where are you?” he called, turning.

      To see that Lieutenant Western lay still and unmoving. Either the explosion or one of the zipping tracer lines had found him—or else he had simply died of blood loss—but he was gone.

      No! Dammit! The commander felt a dark and horrible ball of rage drop into his stomach. He wanted to shout, to turn and charge those that came for him—but of course, he didn’t. Up the hillside somewhere, there were still some thirty-one crewmembers of the Orion, and as long as he was breathing, he was still their superior officer.

      Krebs made to run—just as there was a sound like scraping metal, and he saw a movement in the corner of his eye.

      It was the strange cybernetic soldier. They were getting back up to their feet again.

      “What??” For a moment, the commander was stunned. He could still see the bullet holes and the pieces of crumpled plate where his rifle shot had hit. Even with the armor, at that distance, it should have at least pierced their suit and broken every rib in the soldier’s body, ruptured a lung or two.

      But no. With apparent ease, the metal soldier was standing back up, the black of its eye holes regarding him steadily. Krebs saw something dark ooze from one of the bullet strikes, like machine oil.

      “What—what are you?!” Commander Krebs whispered in horror at the Fomorian, as it once again raised the gun implanted in its forearm.

      Krebs knew that he wouldn’t be so resistant to point-blank bullets.

      The commander drew in a hiss of breath against the oncoming moment of his death . . .

      Just as there was a sudden thunder of bullet fire from the edge of the trees around him.

      “Down! Down!” someone was roaring. A human someone, and a large shape in mostly black combat armor was leaping across the clearing, rolling their shoulders as they swung a large metal axe at the Palacian cyborg, smacking them to the ground before heaving the blade once again to neatly chop off their head.

      “Commander Krebs?” Another figure was at his side, grabbing his elbow. When the commander of the Orion turned, he saw that he was looking into the visor of a small, younger woman glaring at him through the shadow of tinted, armor-plated glass.

      “I’m Specialist Mendiata of the UTA Pillarmen. We’ve come to bring you in,” she said in a gasp. The other giant Special Ops Pillarman finished his deadly deed and turned back towards the incline behind them.

      “Come on—the rest are almost at our position! We need to push, now! Now!” the large form of Lieutenant Abrams was roaring.
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      The Facility

      

      “Ugh, dear stars.” Carl woke up to find himself back in his room in the rehab facility, with the cooling, blue-white light filtering from the ceiling just as it always did. It was as if the fight with the security guards and the escaping WarDogs had never happened. Except for the graze on his palms and the hot, burning sensation in his chest, Carl would have thought all of what had happened was a dream.

      Wait a minute, I was shot! he thought blearily, blinking his eyes as he sat up to open the buttons of his service suit.

      “Only sedation, you’ll be glad to know,” a voice startled him by saying. Carl looked over in surprise to see that it was none other than Mai Ling in her usual black robes. She had been standing as silent and as self-contained as a statue on one side of the room. There was that quality of stillness about her that Carl associated with practitioners of the martial arts. A contained but ferocious energy in balance.

      And on his chest were ugly, red welts.

      “Hmm. Dr. Olovich was a little eager, perhaps, in shooting you five times when it takes only once to sedate a human male of your size, but,” Mai Ling said the words distractedly as she stepped towards the bed, leaned down, and snapped her fingers in front of his face.

      “You can hear and see this, yes? You can follow my fingers?”

      Carl felt like his head was wrapped up in cotton wool, but he nodded. “Yeah, I can follow. I feel terrible though.”

      “You’re a marine.” Mai Ling straightened up and shrugged. “You’re designed to spend half your life in terrible situations. Now get up.”

      Get up?! Carl was surprised. Didn’t she want to talk about what had happened to put him in here?

      He noted that Nurse Mohlnar was not in attendance. He wondered if the man was alright, and then remembered how the nurse had talked to him when the emergency alarm had gone off too.

      No one gets out of here. Rehabilitation is still a prison.

      “Those two. The WarDogs,” Carl said, swinging himself out of bed. He spoke with enough iron in his voice to let it be known that even if Mai Ling didn’t want to talk about it—he did.

      “Yes?” Mai Ling paused by the door, looking back at him for a moment. “Unfortunate,” she said.

      Unfortunate?! Carl gritted his teeth as a wave of anger rolled through him. It was easier to control this time as he breathed it out in one slow hiss.

      “They didn’t deserve that fate,” Carl said steadily. He should know. He had met other WarDogs like them. He thought of Jadakar and Fodova. Had they ended up in rehabilitation after the war? Did they end up with the same fate as those two?

      “You are right. They did not,” Mai Ling said casually, continuing to look at him. “However, I noted that you did not ally yourself to their fight, when you could have. What stopped you?”

      “It was stupid,” Carl said immediately, knowing that was a true answer—but it was also only half the answer. “They couldn’t have stolen a ship and made it off planet. I assume that this place is heavily guarded and surrounded by defense systems,” he continued as he stood up, omitting what his real reason for not joining them was.

      “Really?” Mai Ling asked simply, her eyes searching his own in a sharp glance. It was as if she could see right through him, Carl thought uncomfortably.

      No, I didn’t join the escape plan, Carl thought. Because I was thinking about the others.

      Abrams, Mendiata, and Tucker. All of whom were Pillarmen—the Special Ops unit that was probably responsible for bringing half of these old WarDogs inside too.

      But they spilled blood with me. They relied on me . . .

      It was hard for Carl to deny the bond of friendship that existed once they had fought together. It wasn’t that he wasn’t mad at the UTA for how they had treated their once-golden unit, the “WarDogs”—he still was. But it was also the awareness that out there on the ground, it was just him and his fellow soldiers or marines.

      Jadakar . . .

      Fodova . . .

      Abrams . . .

      Mendiata . . .

      Tucker . . .

      They and all the others formed an invisible community around Carl now, one who had been there for him when no one else was.

      How can any person throw that away? Carl asked himself.

      “Well,” Mai Ling broke Carl’s concentration, “our superiors are pleased with you, anyway.”

      “Were they pleased with me before or after they pumped me full of sedatives?” Carl offered, with his limbs still feeling a little awkward as he followed her to the door.

      “After, definitely after,” Mai Ling countered. She led the way back into the corridor where every speck of blood and suffering had been removed in the time that Carl had been unconscious, like it had never happened.

      “Your refusal to attack the security guards has been noted, and so we are accelerating your program,” Mai Ling said.

      “Bully for me, I suppose,” Carl muttered.

      “Personally, when I studied the footage, I was pleased with the way that you controlled your anger,” Mai Ling confirmed for him.

      The footage, Carl noted. So he had been right. Everything here was being filmed and watched. Probably every minute, every hour. Quite frankly, it creeped him out.

      “And there is something else that you should know,” Mai Ling said as she walked, casually half turning to hand Carl a thin, translucent data tablet.

      You trust me enough to give me toys now? Carl thought. A holo started to autoplay on the screen, and he was immediately caught at what he was seeing.

      It was of a world burning. A mostly green-and-blue world, but there was something terribly wrong with it. On one of its land surfaces, there was already a line of burning red growing across the entire continent.

      “Philas B, once considered a safe agricultural world,” Mai said. The image flipped, this time to show three large rocky asteroids joined together with metal struts and bridges. As Carl watched, there were glitterings of brilliant light across the surface of the largest of the rocks and then larger flashes of plasma as the three asteroids started to break apart, tearing their bridges and support braces to pieces, spilling ruin around them in an ever-increasing debris ring.

      “The Titania Complex, System 5, under bombardment by Palacian forces earlier this morning,” his instructor said very casually.

      The image changed once again, this time to a full front-line conflict, at first seen from far away as the drone or ship approached a vast display of lights streaming towards each other.

      Missiles and barrages, Carl recognized immediately.

      As the vessel got closer, the image then showed phalanxes of ships surging towards each other in groups—large ships that looked a little like trowels were surrounded, dogged, or protected by smaller fighter craft. There was the glitter and flash of batteries and rail guns, and the accompanying flare as the shots either hit home on their targets or surged past. The largest of the vessels sliced through the combat like whales, gathering flak to their sides quickly before responding with the heavy repeats of gun batteries probably as large as this entire Facility.

      “The System 11, 12, 13 blockade, happening now,” Mai Ling said. Then the image changed once more, back to a world where almost a third of it was now covered with lines of red fire.

      “Back to Philas B?” Carl said, for Mai to nod.

      “Keep watching,” she said, as the image caught the fact that three large ships were skidding through the upper surface of the atmosphere. Palacian ships, looking vaguely like giant half rings.

      “Senior Comms Command is, of course, all over the place,” Mai Ling said. “The war has broken out, and the Palacians are pushing at several places all across the frontier.”

      “Surely we have more ships than they do?” Carl said.

      “Yes, we do,” Mai Ling confirmed.

      “And surely we have better equipment? We have some twenty-seven systems. They only have what is it—fourteen?” Carl reasoned, but he could hear his own wariness in his voice as he looked at the giant half-moon Palacian Destroyers swimming around Philas B.

      Why is there no Terran Alliance war group countering them? Carl thought.

      “Everything that you are highlighting is true,” Mai Ling said, nodding that they should continue walking ahead.

      “However, the element of surprise cannot be underestimated. That, and there is a repeated pattern happening across the battle arenas,” the instructor stated. “In every battle, the front-line fighting crafts appear to be responding quicker and better than our own.”

      “What is it—new tracking technology? An update to their propulsion?” Carl asked.

      “They are responding to the threats of war quicker and faster.” Mai Ling nodded at the screen, and the image changed to a burned-out crater on some world, occupied by half of what seemed to be a ruined jet fighter.

      Palacian. Carl noted the way that the wings swept forwards a little and the color that was an overwhelming slate blue and gold.

      “Keep watching,” Mai Ling stated. The camera moved forward to show how the cockpit was broken open by the crash, and there was the single pilot’s chair, dead center in the cockpit.

      But the main pilot’s chair did not appear to be like anything that Carl had ever seen. There were pipes and wires surging out of the back and straight into the slumped form of the man that was the pilot. Carl saw thick rubber tubes reaching into the man’s sides, and smaller wires connecting to his hands and wrists. There was another forest of finer wires leading to his neck and temples.

      And then the slumped figure suddenly moved and started to thrash.

      Stars! Carl recoiled a little even as he was holding the data pad, and even though he already knew what he was looking at.

      “That pilot is a Fomorian,” Carl was saying. He should know, he had fought the cybernetic warriors when they had first been discovered, and then at Bwca. They were deadly, and they were unstoppable.

      “Precisely, Corporal Sebastian.” Mai Ling gestured for the scene to return back to the burnt and burning surface of Philas B.

      “We are coming to believe that the cybernetic soldiers known as the Fomorians now make up the majority of the Palacian offensive,” she said.

      “What?” Carl said.

      “The ones that you faced were not some elite unit. They were not just one type of soldier such as the WarDogs—they were the experimental prototypes of the entire Palacian war effort. Our intelligence tells us that everyday soldiers who sign up or are conscripted to the Palacian military are now routinely being given the Fomorian Process, and that seven out of ten Palacian soldiers on the front lines are Fomorian cyborgs, leaving their superior officers and commanders as regular humans.”

      This news was almost too big for Carl to handle. The murderous, emotionless robot warriors. It was too much.

      “Since they can have their nervous systems directly programmed and plugged into the ships that they pilot, they can fight as fast as they can think—and their thought processes are sped up thanks to their augmentation,” Mai Ling said with a curl of disgust on her lip. “As ground forces, they do not tire nor require much in the way of resources.”

      “But any conscript that goes through that process . . .” Carl shook his head. He couldn’t understand it. “What happens after the war? How did Palace square that with their families, children, the public?”

      “The Palacians have a very different society than we do, Corporal,” Mai Ling said icily. “They are a monarchy. Or a pan-system empire, perhaps. They are fanatical. They do not have the democratic freedoms that the Alliance has.”

      Carl vaguely thought of the old WarDogs who were brought here and disappeared. He wouldn’t argue that they had “democratic freedoms”—but he had to agree that it was still far, far better than transforming an entire generation into walking death robots.

      “There is currently a stranded unit of Alliance naval officers and soldiers on Philas B, and they are being pursued by Fomorians. We have sent a team of Pillarmen to assess the situation and secure their release,” Mai Ling informed him as she gestured for Carl to hand the tablet back over.

      “As you have already proven your loyalty to the Alliance over and above your new biology, we are going to field-test your capabilities, Corporal. You are being sent to Philas B to aid in the rescue operation.”

      “I am?” Carl blinked.

      “Yes. You are.”

      “On my own?” Carl asked, seriously worried.

      Mai Ling gestured towards one of the doors for them to step inside, revealing the white cubicle of a lift on the other side, which suddenly shot downwards.

      “Of course we won’t just send you out there alone,” Mai Ling stated as the lift moved so fast that Carl felt his stomach drop. The journey was short, even though Carl was sure that they must have traveled over fifty yards in an instant. They slowed a moment later to a complete halt, and the door slid open on the other side to reveal a hangar bay.

      Mai Ling stepped out. Carl Sebastian had, once again, another inversion of all sense of the layout of the place and how vast this Facility actually was.

      Underneath the narrow, white corridors and the doughnut building that he had occupied, there appeared to be a spaceport. It was the only word that Carl could use to describe what he was seeing.

      The room was one of the largest hangar bays that Carl had ever seen. There were several large, vaulted segments of roof stretching away on either side. There were floors that glared bright with marble, everywhere brilliant with the lights far above them. There were gantries and balconies running the walls and down the sides of each of these arches, as engineering people in gray-and-blue suits worked to service the dropships that occupied each arch.

      There had to be at least twenty or more dropships in this underground auditorium alone, each dropship capable of holding a squad of fighters, and together, they would be capable of ferrying an army.

      “This is just one such facility that the Alliance has,” Mai Ling said with an uncharacteristic note of pride in her voice as she watched Carl looking back and forth in awe.

      “And I am pleased to say that the others are deploying as we speak, so . . .”

      “Deploying? Where—to Philas B?” Carl asked.

      “Oh no, they are being dispatched across the front line of the conflict. Your squad will be part of only one formation, three dropships, who will be traveling to rescue the stranded at Philas.

      “My squad?” Carl echoed, as his wonder was answered by the sound of suddenly marching feet. He turned to see, heading out from every door in the far walls, lines of soldiers marching each towards their own arch and their own dropship. They marched in near perfect formation with almost perfect timing. Each one dressed in a style akin to the Pillarmen full tactical armor—an entire suit of body plates and combat armor with shoulder pads and wrap-around helmet, with breastplates, arms, and leg greaves. But instead of the Pillarman black, this suit of armor was dyed a deep crimson red.

      Carl was watching as twenty of the strange Terran Alliance unit made their way straight towards him and his dropship.

      “Er . . .” he said, feeling extremely out of his depth.

      “You see, you have been reassigned, Corporal,” Mai Ling said matter-of-factly.

      “Rehabilitation has always been a research and development program. Yes, we took in the ex-WarDogs after they saw active service, but that was only to continue their training,” she was saying.

      “Wait . . .” Carl whispered. “These—these are WarDogs? From the first war?”

      People I fought with?! Jadakar? Fodova?

      “Yes, and WarDogs from our ongoing, confidential programs since then as well. The Alliance has a few thousand brand-new and veteran genetic soldiers ready to be dispatched to answer the Fomorian menace,” Mai Ling crowed. The red-armored WarDogs came to a halt and stamped their feet.

      “We call them the Exalted now. Welcome to your new home, Corporal Sebastian.”
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      Philas B, Contested Space

      

      “What the frack are they doing?” Abrams muttered, keeping his voice low. Although over the whine of the wind, he was sure that they wouldn’t hear him.

      Well, maybe not. Abrams considered the fact that the Fomorians were deeply, deeply unsettling in what they could and could not do.

      The survivors of the Orion, along with the three-person Pillarman team, had finally stopped their march, almost falling in their places just under the summit of the ridge that they had been following.

      The tops were sparsely wooded, and it would have been easy for an enemy soldier to see their shapes walking across the skyline in the daytime. Right now, however, it was night, and the sky was a panorama of stars.

      While the landscape just looks burned, Abrams thought as he crouched next to the trees and looked back the way that they had come.

      They had been chased, followed, and harassed by the Fomorian Brigade ever since they had first encountered them, and they had also lost a handful more sailors and soldiers from the skirmishes.

      Twenty-six now, Abrams thought, casting an eye back to the humps and domes of bodies along the ridge, mostly clustered around the bases of the trees to look like just more boulders against the starry sky. It was a marvel that anyone had survived at all, let alone twenty of them. In the last few hours he had seen people start to hallucinate and shake as their nervous systems wanted to shut down. Being awake for five or more days straight can do that to you.

      But for now, they were resting.

      And the only reason that they could do that at all—Abrams turned back to look down on the darkened land—was because of what the Fomorians were doing. They had stopped chasing them earlier this evening.

      “You think we finally tired them out?” Commander Krebs ghosted to the Pillarman’s side, settling on his haunches with a heavy sigh that told how much exhaustion he was feeling too.

      “Not a chance,” Abrams grunted before turning to the commander. “You should get some rest, sir. Me and my team will keep watch.”

      “Can’t.” Krebs shook his head just as quickly. “Not until . . .” the man nodded to the line of hills below them, where there was the unmistakeable glint of silver steel in the night.

      “Not until they attack, you mean?” Abrams growled as he turned back to eye the strange behaviour of the Fomorians on the other side.

      There was a line of the cyborgs standing just in the shadows of the trees, a little back from the tree line, but their steel skin caught the distant shafts of moon and starlight. They weren’t even attempting to get behind cover, they were just standing there.

      “I said it before, and I say it again, we might as well.” The commander unslung his rifle and moved it in front of him, about to take a potshot at one of the distant Fomorians.

      “Sir!” Abrams said with a harsh growl, laying a hand over the barrel of the rifle.

      “Why do you keep insisting on stopping me?!” Krebs demanded wearily but did point the rifle away all of the same.

      “At that range, it would be a lucky shot, and we know that one, or even three or five shots won’t kill them,” Abrams said seriously, maintaining eye contact with the senior officer to drive the message home.

      “One lucky shot is still one dead Fomorian!” Krebs offered, but Abrams could hear in the man’s voice the note of despair as he had already agreed not to fire.

      “The Fomorians are doing that for a reason, and it is highly unlikely that we can seriously hurt them in this situation, or them us.” Abrams pointed out the gulf that separated their positions from each other. The ridgeway connected them, but it curved around, and the Fomorians had stopped on the opposite side of the curve from the Alliance.

      “Maybe it’s a trap! To keep us here, watching us—while they sneak around and attack!” Krebs said. There was a tense, almost hysterical note to his voice that Abrams didn’t like, but the Pillarman had to admit that he could be right.

      “Maybe,” Abrams said, pausing before continuing. “But it’s the best time that we’ve got to give the troops a rest. Even if it’s only half an hour,” the lieutenant said, then added, “You should too.”

      Krebs frowned, squinted again at the stationary Fomorians doing nothing but standing across from them like child’s toys, and shook his head in frustration.

      “I just don’t like it, that’s all.”

      “No, sir,” Abrams had to agree as he turned back to watch the motionless Fomorians. It was creepy. Like being watched by statues—only these were statues that could feasibly kill you. “No, I don’t like it either.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            11

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      These new Exalted are . . . a bit weird, Carl thought as he raised his head to look across at the red-suited soldiers all around him.

      Corporal Sebastian was sitting in the hold of the UTA Dropship Raven, and it had taken him approximately an hour to arrive at this conclusion since their bumpy takeoff from wherever the planet of the rehabilitation Facility was in Alliance space.

      It was good to be back in action again, Carl had to admit that. Even the jolts and jitters of the Raven as he felt the thrum of acceleration to break the planet’s gravity was a welcome sensation. It was hard for Sebastian to not feel in some way at home in the middle of all of this—or at least feel the rising familiarity.

      How many deploys, jumps, and departures have I done in one of these? Too many, maybe, he wondered idly as he looked around at his new comrades. All of them wore the same large crimson combat suits that Carl thought were based on the Pillarman suit, and many even wore their wrap-around helmets too—despite the fact that they had to be hours away from the action.

      Carl had shuffled into the dropship alongside all of the others, finding a place to sit as everyone else automatically found theirs: flip-down seats with webbing straps that would decrease the worst of the takeoff jitters.

      “Remember these, huh?” Carl had asked the large guy next to him—one of the few who wasn’t wearing their helmet. The man turned to look at him, revealing a face with strong, if pudgy, features and black hair—and eyes that were shadowed wells that didn’t give any hint what he was feeling.

      Carl was sure that he was old enough to have been part of the original WarDog program, even if he didn’t recognize him personally.

      “The dropship,” Carl said helpfully. The man beside him just looked at him a little sternly. Carl wondered if it was because he was a new entrant to their unit. It could be hard to trust the new guy, he knew.

      “I was at Harmony,” Carl admitted after a second. “Before, you know, before it was Harmony.”

      Sebastian was searching for the same sort of common ground that he had found with the other two short-lived WarDogs in the Facility. As badly as that encounter had gone, it had told him that there were others just like him out there. Others that remembered what Harmony had been before it was an ambassadorial planet.

      Others that remembered the Three World Offensive, he admitted to himself. That remember the line we held there and across Alliance space. Others that remember the first Palacian-Alliance war at all.

      “Hmm.” The big Exalted man beside him blinked once, then merely turned back to stare ahead of himself, admitting nothing.

      Huh, Carl thought. Nice and friendly, right?

      He told himself that maybe he shouldn’t be worried or surprised by this. Of the Exalted that he could see who didn’t have their helmets on, all of them were slightly older like he was. They would have gone through the first war. If they weren’t in the battlefronts that he had been in, then they could easily have been in any other that were just as bad.

      Old soldiers have a way of staying silent, Carl knew, because he had been one. Who knew what they had been through? And just what they had to put themselves through afterwards, when being a WarDog was almost a criminal offense?

      But still . . . as Carl looked over at the few other WarDogs with their helmets off around him and their similar stoic expressions and their complete lack of banter, he still concluded that they were all a bit weird.

      “Sebastian! Corporal Sebastian!” A voice suddenly barked from one end of the hold, as a figure in the same crimson-red armor appeared through the swish of an open door, swaying with the easy gait of one used to interplanetary travel.

      It was a man with cropped white hair and a scar that ran down one temple, resulting in a milky white eye on his left-hand side. He wore the full red breastplate, shoulder plates, and connective armor of one of the Exalted, adding several inches to his height and width, and on his shoulder were the insignia and gold star of a captaincy.

      “Sir, yes, sir!” Carl undid the webbing and shot to his feet before the impressive picture of a commanding officer, saluting until the man nodded for him to be at ease.

      “Captain Harrabin,” the man introduced himself flatly, as if his name alone was important enough to not need any further introduction.

      Oh, so it’s like that, is it? Carl thought with a heavy sigh. Was Harrabin going to be one of those blowhards that thought that he was the epitome of soldier perfection? One that didn’t listen to his men? That thought that he would know better than just about everyone because he had some eggs on his shoulder?

      The captain regarded him with his dead eye for a long, slow moment before nodding just once and taking a step to one side.

      “Your suit,” the man said, gesturing to one of the wall cabinets which was already automating open. There were several such cabinets that stood at the back of the Raven’s hangar, but all of them were empty, save one.

      With a discrete hiss, the cabinet rolled open. A stand held the large crimson suit, floating before Carl like a ghostly reminder of who he could become.

      Sebastian’s eyes flickered to Captain Harrabin to find him standing silently behind him, just watching, and clearly waiting for Carl to put the suit on.

      “Okey dokey,” Carl mumbled. The guy probably is so stiff-necked that he’s not even going to talk to me until I’m wearing the uniform! he thought as he stepped forwards.

      Blip!

      The various parts of the suit automatically separated from each other as he approached.

      “No expense spared, right?” he mumbled as he got to work, finding that the suit was indeed like an updated version of the Pillarmen’s suit.

      First went the utility belt over his hips, locking into place with clips and with small harness straps to attach to his thighs and shoulders. Several units attached to the self-adjusting belt that cinched tighter around him as he opened up the miniature ports on the units that would connect with the rest of the suit.

      Then came the leg greaves, triple-plated, insulated sheaths of rubber, insulation, and carbon alloys, all painted a deep red. They were made of many multiple sheaths that moved with his muscles for flexibility.

      The inner jacket was bulky with its built-in microprocessors, oxygen packs, purifiers, medical scanners and transmitter technologies that would ensure that the suit was as self-sustaining as possible. A line of green lights flashed on the utility belt to say that it was connected.

      Then came the breast and backplate themselves, a unit of multiple sheaths of metal and armor and insulation around Carl as soon as he had it over his head. He stood there for a moment as it tightened itself around him, forming a snug fit that, due to the multiple layers of design, still allowed him an amazing amount of maneuverability.

      Then there came the arm braces and shoulder pads, each a deep, matte crimson and displaying Carl’s own lightning stripe of a corporal. The shoulder plates were large like a football player’s, and the gloves were almost gauntlets, Carl saw. He knew that this armor could resist extreme temperatures and radiation and could even withstand a gunshot at medium to long range.

      And finally, the wrap-around helmet—a faceless, expressionless visor plate. The face-panel glass could be set to a darkened translucent or all the way to a solid red like many of the other Exalted WarDogs in here.

      It cinched closed, and Carl felt the hum of hidden mechanics as it connected with the rest of his suit. On the inside of his visor, there was a sweep of green light as the HUD—heads-up display—flared into life.

      
        
        Suit ID: 023

        Name: SEBASTIAN, Carl (Cpl) . . .

        Initiating Exalted suit internal systems . . .

      

      

      It was much more advanced than anything Carl was used to with the Pillarman suits, but not far off. Way more than they had trusted us with before, he thought, remembering the bulky service armor that he had worn when jumping out of dropships into war zones. They had been heavy, cumbersome, and almost as likely to get you shot as not wearing them, Carl had always thought.

      
        
        Exalted suit check complete . . .

        Scanning identifiers . . .

      

      

      But these suits were much more flexible, light even! Carl had to hand it to the Alliance engineers as he turned to face Captain Harrabin. Over his internal screen, there flared brief flashes of digital neon color as his suits sensors registered the other Exalted soldiers.

      
        
        01 . . .

        02 . . .

        03 . . .

        04 . . .

      

      

      No names, however, Carl thought with a twinge of annoyance. The suit recognized them as friendlies and included their soldier identifiers—just as he was 023—but did not include their names.

      Dammit, I was hoping for a shortcut! Carl thought as he marched to stand before Harrabin.

      Another moment’s silence as the captain looked at him, and then a simple gesture, a silent hand back to Carl’s waiting seat.

      What, no pep-talk?! Carl was thinking, a little stunned before shrugging to himself and going to his seat. This Captain Harrabin really was going to be a hard nut!

      “Exalted,” the captain announced as soon as Carl had returned to where everyone else was. “We will rendezvous with Philas B in approximately eight hours. Full information detail will be sent to your suits. Make sure you are rested and ready for engagement.”

      That’s IT?! Carl was thinking as the captain abruptly turned and left the hold.

      “Well, he’s a barrel of laughs, huh? All firecrackers and sparkles with that guy!” Carl groaned out loud as he looked around him.

      To see that the vast majority of the Exalted were doing absolutely nothing.
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      “Abrams!”

      The large Pillarman lieutenant woke up with a start and a snarl as he grabbed the stock of his rifle automatically.

      “Shh. No—it’s the Fomorians,” said Specialist Mendiata, who was leaning over him and regarding him owlishly in the predawn murk.

      “They making a move?” Abrams said, doing his best to ignore the stiffness in his muscles as he rolled out of his huddled sleep at the base of one of the ridgeway boulders. “Where are they heading? Have we got a forward line set up?!” he was already hissing.

      The Pillarman lieutenant had taken a nap as the smaller specialist took over the watch duty, and by his reckoning at the pale blue-green light in the sky, he must have been out for less than two hours.

      “You know what, sir, I don’t think we’re going to need the forward shooters,” Mendiata said suspiciously, turning back as Abrams hurriedly asked her just what was going on.

      “You’ll see,” the smaller woman said in a tight voice. She led her senior officer down the ridge line and past the arid trees and boulders to where Specialist Tucker, the final Pillarman to be dispatched here to help the survivors of the Orion, was waiting.

      “Sir.” Tucker looked up as Abrams approached, wordlessly passing to the big man the small binocular unit that automatically popped out and started to calibrate as Abrams held them up to his face.

      “What am I looking at . . . ?” Abrams started to say, until he noticed it a second later.

      “The Fomorians,” the lieutenant muttered.

      “They’re gone,” Mendiata hissed beside him, full of her usual characteristic annoyance. She threw the words at the abandoned wooded ridge as if the Fomorians were no better than cowards.

      “They started moving out just a moment ago,” Mendiata confirmed. “All at once, just turned in perfect unison and like that—poof!—they walked back into the trees.”

      “Well—are they coming here?!” Abrams growled immediately as he turned to look back down the line of the ridge that they and the Orion crew had just climbed. His suit scanners did not even register a blip.

      “Sir, the magnifier,” Tucker insisted, pointing back where the Fomorians had been. Abrams grumbled as much to himself as anyone else here—not that either Tucker or Mendiata took it personally or were offended. These three had been fighting alongside each other for long enough to work easily and predict each other’s frustrations and moods.

      The field magnifier was going to be more powerful than Abrams’ own suit technologies, which themselves could already magnify up to two hundred yards away. So Abrams was immediately wondering what he was being asked to look at that was further away than that.

      “At the end of the hills, back where we climbed up,” Tucker said, for Abrams to groan and scan the field magnifier where the dark pocket of nighttime still remained.

      Back at the base of the hills, there sat the gullies that Commander Krebs, and then Lieutenant Abrams, had led the survivors of the Orion along and away from the burning plains of Philas B. Abrams remembered seeing a collection of farm buildings, some agricultural plants of unknown species, and a network of creeks turning into gullies from the river runoff down the ridgeway. It was uneven terrain and wooded, too uneven to be of any use to the farming effort.

      
        
        Energy signatures detected!

      

      

      Abrams’ suit blipped, and the magnifier found that there were three small patches of light far off down there in the darkness.

      “Hmm, what?” The lieutenant set the magnification higher to see the distant sparks of light suddenly swell bigger, showing themselves to be . . .

      “What is that?!” Abrams said, unable to even register what he was looking at for a moment. It was just a glaring light—until he realized it was a substance somehow coating the farm buildings. He could see the suggestions of lines and curves, indicating that somewhere underneath the glow was indeed a set of structures—but their surface was now mottled with something that appeared like . . .

      “Moss?” Abrams wondered. A glowing moss in the darkness, like deep sea phosphorescence.

      “Is that something native to Philas B?” he asked.

      “Sir, now check your suit readings, match it with the magnifier,” Tucker said, and Abrams did.

      That phosphorescent moss out there was apparently emitting high energy readings. As much as a ship’s reactor.

      “What?!” Abrams growled, his mind racing.

      Was it some new type of bioweapon that the Palacians were using?

      And why did the Fomorians suddenly break off from their watch to return to it?
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      It’s rehabilitation. It has to be, Carl was thinking several hours later as he remained inside the hold, surrounded by the mostly quiet forms of the other Exalted as they rested and occasionally grumbled or muttered.

      Shortly after the disappearance of Captain Harrabin, Carl’s Exalted suit had pinged with the arrival of information, videos, and strategy based around the Fomorian Brigade—including footage that had come from Carl’s own encounters with them.

      Highly specialized cyborg hybrids, the corporal read, along with the studies and results of impact assessments on their armor.

      Unable to sense pain . . .

      Increased human reflexes . . .

      Self-sustaining energy systems . . .

      Most of it was beyond what he could understand, but Carl knew that he had better information than that. He had seen them in action firsthand.

      “They’re mean,” he said out loud to any Exalted who would listen. The large one beside him grunted as if he didn’t want to be annoyed.

      “No, I’m not just saying it. I was there . . .” Carl said and then instantly cringed at how he sounded in his own ears. Like a trainee or a first-time recruit, trying to prove how tough he was.

      But the fact was, Carl glowered at the floor, he did know something about these Fomorians. He probably had the most experience of any of them here!

      “I’ve fought them before!” Carl said out loud, raising his voice so that the other Exalted could hear. There were a few slow, flickered glances his way, but there was no great interest.

      What is wrong with you all?! Carl could have shouted at them, his gaze once again sweeping back and forth. He’d had enough. He knew that none of the soldiers here must have been on Harmony when he was, or else not in the campaigns that he had been in, anyway. Otherwise, they would have called out to him. There was a camaraderie between ex-WarDogs on the outside, between the wars. A shared history that was born from bearing the brunt of one of the most violent campaigns ever in human history.

      Carl stood up. “I was in the Three World Offensive. Who else?!” he called out loudly, looking around him.

      There were a few twinges from the soldiers.

      “Who remembers the Palacian batteries?!” he demanded, determined to get some reaction out of them.

      Were they ALL from rehabilitation? Carl was beginning to wonder, remembering the other two WarDogs he had seen and the shouting one in the night. Those ones had been desperate to get out of there. They seemed certain that they were going to die from whatever was being done to them in that place.

      Had something happened to these WarDogs while inside?! Carl was thinking as he turned to see one face and then another lift to regard him, until he had about roughly a third of the Exalted looking around at the disturbance.

      “What is wrong with you all?” he whispered to them, for a long pause to stretch around him under their eyes. Were they drugged? Did rehabilitation do something to them? It was as if they were all brainwashed.

      “I remember the Three World,” murmured a voice from the back of the group, a woman’s voice inside her helmet.

      No . . . No, it can’t be. Carl blinked as he looked at the far end of the hold where the slightly smaller Exalted sat. She was still inside her wrap-around helmet, fully darkened to red—but Carl was certain that he knew that voice.

      “Fodova?” Carl whispered, his feet already starting forward, an animal, bodily reaction that happened before he could consciously make the decision.

      It can’t be. It can’t be! he was thinking as he marched past the staring, blank faces of the other Exalted WarDogs to one of the last seated figures and knelt down in front of her.

      “Fodova? Is that really you?” he whispered.

      When was the last time that he had seen the large, athletic brunette and fellow WarDog from the Alpha Fireteam, 6th Battalion—the very first of the Infantry to get the WarDog training?

      We were at Harmony, then the Three World, the thoughts flashed through his mind, a nightmarish procession of images of warfare, bombs, trenches, and dropships. Then there were half a dozen other campaigns as they pushed into Palacian systems, Carl knew. That was when the fighting got really nasty . . . the asteroids of Thu, the Beel’june Habitats, the Mescala Complex . . .

      “Fodova? Corporal?” Carl said, reaching towards her shoulder.

      For his old comrade’s hand to suddenly snap forward and catch his wrist, painfully strong. Was she always this strong, he wondered?

      “Ow, hey—it’s me, Sebastian!” Carl said urgently, as she held his wrist in a vice-like grip.

      Does she even remember me? What did they do to her in the Facility?!

      “Fodova . . . ?”

      “Sebastian,” her voice came back low and so quiet, it was almost a whisper. Like the ghost of a voice, all that was left after the life of a person was gone.

      “You remember me, huh? What’s wrong with you? What happened?” Sebastian was asking urgently when Fodova, the corporal who had previously been so full of life, returned deadpan and vacant.

      “I was working at the Novus Refinery Sector when they found me,” she said in a dry rattle. Carl could believe it, he could picture the strong woman working in the double-sun system, which was one of the busiest refinery and production systems across human space. Even though it was fully Alliance-controlled, it attracted a wide range of workers and engineers who liked to stay under the radar. Independents and scrap metal dealers congregated there. It was known as a place where you could disappear.

      “The Pillarmen found you?” Carl said, edging a little closer. That was the usual story for the WarDogs, wasn’t it? Either that, or they lost their cool and ended up in some shoot-out with whomever the local security happened to be.

      Fodova gave a nod which Carl assumed was an agreement before continuing. “I don’t know when that was. They took me away to the Facility. I was in there a long time, but I don’t remember much of what happened . . .”

      “Pills!” There was another interruption from the next nearest Exalted, this time larger than Carl in their own crimson armor suit, but with the transparency up on their mask. When Carl turned around, he could see that they had a pale, blank sort of face with a thousand-yard stare that Carl was more used to seeing on the faces of those with shell shock.

      “Pills and injections. That’s what happened.” The man made to bare his arm as if to show Carl the product of what he had suffered while in rehabilitation, but then apparently became confused when he saw the crimson-red metal plates there. The Exalted made a small noise like a shrug and went back to his noncommittal stare.

      “We can’t fight like this!” Carl hissed. Had the old WarDogs been dosed up to their eyeballs to keep them docile? How did Command expect them to be able to take on the Fomorians like this?!

      “Training,” Fodova whispered suddenly, as if she had just found the last thread of the discussion. She had let go of Carl’s wrist finally, but in her stupor, she did not seem to notice him any more than she might notice a stranger.

      “I remember lots of training,” she breathed and appeared to be thinking hard for a moment. “Simulations. Assault courses . . . Then sleeping . . .”

      “What have they done to you?” Carl gasped in horror. This was almost worse than what he had always believed before—that Fodova and Jadakar had died on some backwater Alliance world. This was as if the Fodova that he had known had still been taken away from him but left only a husk of the person she had been behind. A walking body, nothing else.

      “But do you remember Jadakar? Me?” Carl was saying. He couldn’t count the number of times that this woman had cheered him up with her dark and sarcastic humor. The number of times that he had looked up from some hellish foxhole to see her flipping a rude gesture at the enemy, anything to bring a moment’s humor and camaraderie back to the team.

      He had also seen her charge straight through Palacian ground forces, Carl admitted. Ferociously fighting quicker, fiercer, and meaner than any of the rest of them as she—almost literally—had torn the enemy limb from limb.

      And now?

      “Fodova—can you fight? How do you feel?!” Carl was asking desperately, a sense of panic sticking horribly in his gut. They were heading straight into a battle zone! At any moment, they were going to drop out of the high-intensity flight pattern and into Philas B space, right where there were at least a few Palacian destroyers swimming around!

      What is Command thinking?!

      “I can fight,” Fodova’s voice returned, ghoulishly faint and far away. As if proving it to Carl, her hand once again snuck out as fast as lightning and caught his wrist before he even had a chance to think about it.

      “Ach, okay, okay,” Carl was saying as the woman’s, his old friend’s, grip tightened just a fraction, and it was so strong that he swore she was going to crumple the padded gauntlet that he was wearing.

      They’ve drugged them all, Carl was thinking, knowing full well that chemicals had always been the go-to answer for the WarDogs anyway. There had always been talk of soldiers who were “programmed” in the UTA, scare stories that Carl had attributed to the public and the tabloid media who didn’t understand how the WarDogs worked.

      But now that the Alliance was up against an army of Palacian cyborgs—the Fomorians—was this their answer?

      “Jadakar,” Carl insisted. “Do you remember Jadakar? What happened to him?”

      It seemed to take Fodova a long time to focus on what Carl was asking her, and Carl wondered if that was because of whatever combat drugs they had given her or because Jadakar belonged to a time before her recent retraining at the Facility. He didn’t have time to figure it out right now, but he was sure that after they got through this—he would.

      If I keep reminding her of who she was, Carl thought. Then there has to be a way for the old Fodova to come back . . .

      “Jadakar . . . ?” Carl heard her voice soften, become more human. Less like a zombie.

      “Last I heard he, he . . .” But Carl’s ex-teammate was having problems focusing. Carl could tell that she was really struggling to get out what she wanted to say.

      “Fodova? What happened? You can do it—you can remember!” Carl was saying, for the woman beside him to suddenly hiss.

      “Something bad. Very bad,” she was saying. “Didn’t he defect?!”

      What?! Carl visibly flinched as he struggled with the idea. “Jadakar? Defecting? Who to—the Palacians?!” Corporal Sebastian couldn’t imagine it.

      “No way. No way, no way. After what he was like? After everything that he used to say about their queen?” Carl tried to remind Fodova. At the same time, his worry only deepened.

      Carl could never imagine the large, brash, harsh man that he had known, who had hated the war and the Palacians with such an intensity—he couldn’t imagine such a man ever willingly defecting to the Palacians to serve under their self-appointed queen.

      But . . . Carl’s thoughts betrayed him. What would have happened if Jadakar had found out what rehabilitation was doing to the rest of the old WarDogs? Turning them into mindless robots let loose to kill, as good as cannon fodder?!

      Carl even wondered what he would do, now that he knew that this was all a part of Mai Ling’s “great training program.”

      Was she turning all of them into nothing better than the Fomorian Brigades? Unfeeling drone warriors to fight each other in an endless stellar war?!

      
        
        Warning!

      

      

      Carl was in the middle of this ghastly vision when there was a flash of warning orange on the inside of his visor, and the accompanying neon text on his internal HUD.

      
        
        Warning! Exalted Team One secure seats! Prepare for disturbance . . .

      

      

      Carl looked back at Fodova, who was already cinching tight her webbing straps in the seat and grabbing the arm rests as she (and all the rest of them) must have received the same warning in their suits. Carl noticed how all of the Exalted seemed to move as one. Not as horrifyingly in sync as the Fomorians, but none of them dawdled, argued, whined.

      They’ve been brainwashed, Carl thought as he got to his feet to turn to his own chair.

      Just as the Raven came under attack from the Palacian destroyers, and the UTA dropship and its two companions fell towards the occupied Philas B.
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      The Raven, the Hawk, and the Shrike fell towards the bright orb of Philas B as, further out across the horizon of the planet, the sensors of alien ships suddenly flared into life.

      Streamers of rocket fire added to their propulsion as the Raven and its fellows did very little to slow their assault towards gravity. The larger ships separated out from each other to reduce the chance of being struck down in one group—and then each UTA dropship was on its own.

      Philas B underneath them was a scarred mess. Its once green and verdant meadow shapes had been littered with brown-and-black smears of blasted and ruined land, some of them still smoking and adding plumes of gray ash to the atmospheric clouds that the Raven was plunging towards.

      The dropship was shaking with the force of their descent. First one thruster diminished, then the next and the next before all four suddenly went out—a moment before a green-and-purple corona of plasma flared up around them, and they hit the exosphere and descended into the mesosphere.

      And then, in the distant curve of the planet, there came a light. The glint of Philas’ star across acres of metal as the half-moon Palacian destroyer approached. It was still hundreds of miles away in real time, but the destroyer was also many times larger than the small, twenty-five person Raven.

      The Palacians could cross that distance in the blink of an eye. They would have enough missiles and armaments on board to blast the Raven out of space or the sky with ease.

      The only hope that the Raven and the Hawk and the Shrike had was to get under the cover of clouds as quickly as possible—and even then, there was no guarantee that the larger, better-equipped enemy destroyer wouldn’t be able to track them with ease.

      The Raven shook as it passed through the upper atmospheres, finally reaching the height it needed.

      
        
        Troop deploy! Troop deploy!

      

      

      There was no shouting of a superior officer, Carl noted, as Captain Harrabin emerged onto the scene, and Carl’s own internal HUD gave him and the others orders.

      
        
        Check harness!

        Secure suits!

        Jump protocols!

      

      

      It was as if every command and action had been given over to the inner-suit system, and none of the Exalted said a word as they snapped to their feet amid the jolts and jitters of the dropship speeding through the atmosphere and took a step forward.

      
        
        Air-to-surface deploy . . .

      

      

      Carl gulped a little when he saw what operation that Command had tasked them with. It was one of the trickiest of the manual operations that any soldier could do—but it was also one that any WarDog, old or new, was well acquainted with.

      They would be making an in-flight deployment over the surface of Philas B, pulling their glider chutes at the very last possible height and making landfall.

      “Probably in case the Palacians shoot us out of the sky!” Carl grumbled to himself, his gut churning with worry.

      Everyone but me appears to be brainwashed! Does that mean they’ll be better, worse, or the same at the tasks they are being asked to do?

      Of course, Carl had no answers for these questions as the Exalted squad lined up in the middle of the Raven’s hold before the giant ramp door at the back of the ship. Each of the old WarDogs stood quietly, self-contained and swaying as the dropship shook and they held onto the overhead straps.

      
        
        Execute jump in 4, 3, 2 . . .

      

      

      The Raven shook, and the large lights over the ramp door flashed from a warning orange to a steady green, indicating a Go. The ramp doors suddenly hissed and juddered open—revealing a whirlwind of storm and wind as the dropship plunged through the cloud layer.

      
        
        Exalted Team One GO! GO! GO!

      

      

      Carl saw the controls on his suit’s HUD flash, and at the same time, the line started to move. There was no hesitation among the old WarDogs. If they had appeared to be drugged or slowed before, now all trace of that was gone.

      Carl caught glimpses of the horizon far ahead and below them—a line of greenish hills rising over a patchy landscape that was threaded with rivers, sometimes green and sometimes a deep burnt brown and red. Wisps of graying clouds tore past, and Carl was sure that, even through the filters of his suit, he could detect the faint acrid taste of ash.

      The Exalted were erupting into action as first one, then the next took long, lunging steps towards the downwards ramp, their boots clanging on the surface and kicking off at the very last moment.

      To vault into the clouds and blue and disappear in seconds.

      Carl couldn’t detect any nervousness in their movements—and then, before he could study his new comrades further, it was his turn as the Exalted disappeared into the skies before him.

      The gulf ahead showed the smoke-stricken sky, and the surface of the planet below looked suddenly much closer than it had.

      And as Carl pushed himself into a run, he felt the release of euphoria that came with his new WarDog physiology. As soon as he had committed himself to act, his body did not fail to deliver, twisting his face into a grin of savage glee as he took the three steps towards the ramp, two, one, and . . .

      Yargh! Carl’s boot crunched on the very final few inches of the dropship’s ramp as he kicked himself out, flinging his hands to either side of him as if he were a bird flying. The massive weight of the Raven flashed past him in an instant, and he was now a part of a spiraling spray of Exalted soldiers, each one freefalling through the air towards the blackened surface below. Time appeared to stop, although Carl’s heart raced.

      This is it. This is what it’s all about! He felt the pound of excitement in his blood and suddenly knew precisely what it was that this life had offered the younger him. Whether it was a good idea or not, whether it was the product of his synthetic chemicals or not—Carl felt alive and vital in a way that he never had before.

      Each and every time, it was fresh and new, the Exalted WarDog thought. Like being born again.

      
        
        Deploying autochute in 3, 2, 1 . . .

      

      

      The counter flickered down in the top right of Carl’s vision as vectors showed ever decreasing rectangles racing away ahead of him, showing him his landing approach. Already, there was a trail of silk-and-cotton glider chutes spreading out before him from the others in his unit, like some new and deadly flock of alien birdlife had come to the surface.

      The autochute mechanism activated with the sudden kicks of tiny explosive locks as the bundle of compressed materials and strengthened cords burst from the compartment high on his backplate.

      Carl felt the sudden lurch and grab of the chute as it caught the wind, a solid thump to his solar plexus and lungs as he was lifted. He grabbed the handles and raised his legs as his training had taught him—and now he was turning back towards the rectangle vectors as the ground raced towards him.

      Just like the test planet . . . the memory struck Carl, but it wasn’t a distant memory of his time in the first war—instead, he was vaguely surprised that it was a memory of his first mission with Pillarmen Team One. He, Abrams, Tucker, and Mendiata had been dispatched to a frontier world to rescue an Alliance diplomat. They had used chutes then, and HALO jumping—high altitude/low opening.

      Where are they?! Carl’s earlier chemical glee was dampened by the intense worry that he felt for the Pillarmen team. He had no idea where they were. If they were fighting the Fomorians in some distant part of the war. If they were alive at all.

      
        
        Landing approach . . .

      

      

      The new capabilities of the suit were calculating everything for him, and already they were telling him to raise his legs, to bring his hands and flight handles down as the black and brown was racing underneath him.

      “Three, two, and . . . !” Carl hit the ground with his feet and skidded through the charred dirt as the wind still caught his chute and threatened to drag him backwards. Great plumes of dust were billowing out from his and the other Exalted’s landings as Carl kicked himself into a roll, hitting the dirt with a heavy thud and turning over to finally bring the chute to the ground. An instant later he was down and unmoving, hitting the release clasps to detach himself from the autochute and rise to his feet.

      He had done it. His first action as an Exalted.
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      “Uhr . . .sir?” Mendiata’s voice whispered over Abrams’ suit comms, and it was full of worry.

      The large lieutenant could well understand the feeling, as he, too, had an eerie apprehension in his gut when he saw what was ahead of them on the path.

      The two Pillarmen, Abrams and Mendiata, had made the decision to leave Technical Specialist Tucker back at the camp of the Orion survivors. They were moving back down the ridge to investigate the strange energy readings and glowing lights that the Fomorians appeared to be heading towards.

      Tucker hadn’t exactly been happy about that.

      “But I’m the technical specialist! What are you going to do, shoot it?!” their man had argued, to which the only sensible answer that Abrams could come up with was “Probably.”

      But the decision did make a sort of sense. Tucker could work on the comms and the readings for the survivors group and try to link up with any rescue efforts, as well as keep an eye on Palacian troop movements heading in their direction.

      “If we lose you, we could effectively be stuck on this planet. Right now, my skills at shooting things in the face serve better down there, where the Fomorians are, and yours belong up here with the survivors!” Abrams had pointed out, for a stubborn acceptance from the technical officer.

      The Palacian troops appeared to have attacked the surface of Philas B in a more or less orchestrated way, destroying concentrations of agricultural buildings and turning large parts of the surface into little more than wastelands—but then had stopped. The three large dropships that the Palacians had used to deposit the Fomorians still sat further out on the plains, and around them was an ever growing colony of service buildings, containers, and crates—all the signs of a military encampment that wasn’t going anywhere anytime soon.

      But for Abrams and Mendiata, who had arrived at the end of the ridge, they found their path blocked by what appeared to be a diaphanous, yellow substance coating many of the trees and leaves.

      “What the frack is that stuff?!” Mendiata said, moving closer.

      “Wait!” Abrams said sharply, holding up a hand before returning to menace his rifle at it.

      The yellow tendrils didn’t respond to the threat.

      It looked for all the world like some naturally occurring moss or lichen, Abrams thought, except that it was a pale yellow, and it hung from the bark of the trees, draped over the leaves, and gently rolled and waved in the breeze that moved through the dense woodlands here. As the lieutenant took a step closer, he saw that the substance seemed to be made up of many tiny tendrils, forming a delicate lace.

      Which fluttered and flowed, reacting constantly to the air currents around it.

      “Local flora?” Mendiata asked in a hiss. “I don’t remember seeing any of it on the way up.”

      “Bioweapon?” Abrams offered his rather darker opinion as he gingerly stepped around the largest tendril curtains of the stuff before carefully pushing the next overhang of leaves and yellow moss or lichen out of the way to get past.

      This was the way that the Fomorian footprints led, anyway, Abrams was thinking.

      “Sir!” Mendiata was gasping. Abrams looked up immediately from the footprints on the forest floor to see that where his rifle had moved the strange yellow substance, it was evaporating into a gossamer of fine particles like dust.

      Both the lieutenant and the explosives specialist froze, watching as the dust slowly eddied and spiraled upwards.

      “Like . . . spores?” Abrams wondered, once again checking the advanced sensor readings on his suit to see that, just like before, there was no sign or alert on any sort of contaminant, whether biological or chemical.

      “Well, I guess that settles it.” Abrams shrugged. “Must be some natural feature of Philas?” he wondered with a groan, turning to shoulder his way past the tree branches, tall ferns, and underbrush to follow the trail of the Fomorians.

      “Sir! Is that really a good . . .” Mendiata was saying, as the almost impossibly large form of her superior officer caused huge drifts of the disintegrating lichen to rise as clouds on either side.

      “. . . idea?” she ended, seeing the Abrams-shaped hole left in the foliage and realizing that there wasn’t anything that she could do about it anyway.

      “Yeah, it’s fine. Just some other alien frack!” Abrams half turned to shout back at her. One of the many things about becoming an interplanetary species was, Mendiata realized, that they were much less shocked by the new and strange forms of vegetation and life they encountered.

      
        
        Proximity warning!

      

      

      The explosives specialist was in the middle of thinking this as there was a flash of movement. Something not very tall but apparently with a lot of teeth dove out of the foliage and threw itself at the lieutenant in front of her.
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        * * *

      

      “Abrams!” Mendiata shouted as she heard the big man grunt in surprise. She raised her rifle.

      But the creature was too fast, already dancing out of the way on its two hind legs to jump up and snap at Abrams’ head with its large, fang-filled maw.

      The creature looked like some sort of overlarge turkey, Mendiata thought—apart from the fact that it had no feathers, and instead of a beak, it had a long snout. And the entire surface of its body was covered in overlapping plates of an almost-gray substance that appeared to glisten and shine.

      “Xenomutant!” Mendiata shouted in horror as she recognized fully what it was.

      The xenomutation was everywhere and a constant threat to all sectors of humanity, whether Alliance or Palacian. It was some sort of infection or parasitic life form that turned its victims into metal-scaled, fast, strong, and feverishly aggressive mutations of what they had once been. It was the next biggest enemy in the UTA military’s books, simply because it could take over any animal, reptile, or bird, and it could turn an entire station into slavering murder dolls in a matter of months.

      It was always treated with fire and extreme prejudice, which was precisely what Abrams was trying to do as he lashed out with his rifle, parrying away the mutant’s sudden bite.

      Clash! As the creature whipped its prehensile neck forwards to clamp its jaws around Abram’s rifle, flinging it and the soldier attached to the ground.

      
        
        Proximity warning!

      

      

      Two more of the xenomutant creatures erupted from the forest and launched themselves towards the Pillarmen.
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      “One mile dead ahead,” Carl breathed, saying out loud what the internal HUD on his suit was saying simply for the companionship of hearing his own voice.

      These Exalted are about as much fun to be with as a load of office furniture, he thought as he groaned to himself and jogged a little to catch up with Fodova—or EXALTED 014 according to her suit identifiers.

      So far, the Exalted had made a near-perfect injection to the planet and hadn’t been attacked by any Palacian or Fomorian. The Raven had roared back into the upwards gray, leaving the twenty-five men and women in what could only be described as an apocalyptic wasteland.

      All around them, almost as far as the eyes could see, was a dark, burnt-umber plain interrupted by the hills and rises of the land and the occasional burnt-out skeletons of buildings. When Carl looked down, he could see that his boots were crunching through a layer of thick, gray ash which had formed plates on the soil.

      They firebombed the garden planet, Carl thought, instantly offended by this act on some deep level. It was just—the universe was big, and habitable planets were certainly not in the majority. This was an act that, interplanetary politics aside, ultimately hurt everyone.

      “Cheery,” Carl muttered at the dark terrain before raising his voice to Fodova trudging ahead of him. “They’ve still got their ships out there,” he said as he approached his old friend, signaling upwards to the gray blankets of sky and beyond, where presumably the half-moon shapes of the Fomorian destroyers were swimming.

      “I guess we’re lucky that they haven’t decided to fire on us yet, right?” the new Exalted WarDog pointed out, just as he saw Fodova stumble a little in her step.

      Carl quickened his pace to her side in case something was wrong.

      And then he walked into it too. A sudden wave of electricity passed through him, shooting up through his body like a muscle spasm and leaving his skin feeling hot and itchy inside the suit.

      “Ach! What was that?!” Carl said, activating his internal suit sensors with a few hand gestures and a pull-down menu.

      
        
        Chemical agents detected . . . None.

        Biological agents detected . . . None.

        SEBASTIAN, C (Cpl) HEALTH SCAN:

        —Elevated blood pressure and heart rate . . .

        —Increased body temperature . . .

        RESULTS: GOOD (Active).

      

      

      “What, nothing?” Carl coughed, still feeling the woozy pressure building up that felt like the beginnings of a splitting headache. Now, even his back teeth were starting to feel a general ache. A sense of unease that set his nerves on edge.

      “Fodova—did you get that?” He looked up to see that it wasn’t only his friend who had stopped in her tracks.

      Each and every one of the other Exalted WarDogs had done the same.

      “Uh . . . people?” Carl said. Some of them had their heads bowed, while others were trying to roll their shoulders or stamp their feet as if to shake off the strange wave of feelings.

      “It has to be the Palacians,” Carl breathed, snapping his rifle up and looking around, pointing his gun in the direction of their distant dropships further ahead of them on the plain.

      “It must be a chemical attack—something we don’t have a name for!” Carl said, pausing only to grab Fodova by the shoulder. “Move! We have to get out of here!” The answer that he could see was to get out of the radius of the gas or spray or whatever the Palacians had thrown at them.

      “Get off me!” To his surprise, Fodova pulled her arm back savagely from Carl’s grip, and through the translucent visor, Carl could see her feral snarl and eyes turned into coals of pitch-black fury.

      The rage! Carl thought, feeling the answering thump in his own heart at the sudden threat.

      “Wait. Breathe, Fodova. You know how to deal with this.” He backed off immediately, knowing full well the dangers and risks of alarming a WarDog.

      He saw his comrade heaving great lungfuls of air as she fought against her own waves of chemical fury, slowing down with each breath.

      “We still have to get out of here,” Carl was saying, looking nervously around at the other Exalted, who were now rousing themselves from the stab of pain and starting to look around.

      “You good? Can you run?” Carl asked.

      “I’m fine!” Fodova hissed before shaking her head and starting to jog forwards. At the same time, their HUD suits flashed commands.

      
        
        EXALTED Team One move out!

      

      

      “That’s it?!” Carl broke into a run along with the sudden pounding, charging bodies of the other Exalted WarDogs—but he was stunned by the fact that no one was talking about what had just happened to them.

      A threat. Something which I’ve never encountered before.

      But as Carl’s legs were pumping and his heart rate elevated, a surge of adrenaline and confidence filled him. The pain and mysterious shock was left behind as he was stretching his muscles once again, running at the edge of the pack of Exalted across the dark earth—straight towards the three planted Palacian dropships.

      Eyes up! Ready! Carl breathed the old commands as he kept on running, knowing what had to come next. This was precisely the work that the WarDogs were designed for. Their designer neurochemicals kicked in, and they were now running faster, taking longer, bounding steps—faster than any mere human could run.

      The WarDogs had always been assault troops.

      And now the Exalted were proving to be even better at it, as the pack broke apart out of some primal, predatorial instinct, not giving any easy target to be struck as they spread out across the blackened earth.

      Fire! Fire and fury! Carl felt his blood start to rise and with it, that same old savage glee that let him know that he would be jumping and leaping, that he would be tearing his way through the enemy. There was no way the Palacians could stand in their way! No way that even the Fomorians could stand in their way!

      “Fire!”

      Carl almost thought the exultant yell was just in his head until he realized that one of the other Exalted had given into the same bloodlust that came with their genetic enhancements.

      “Fire and fury!”

      The call went up, and all of a sudden, the twenty-five were howling and caterwauling it—an ungodly cacophony of intent that whooped over the burnt plain.

      Under the preternatural speed of the Exalted, the Palacian dropships had surged closer, and then closer still until the ships were starting to rise overhead. They looked like multi-unit container pods, standing almost thirty feet into the air on spindly metal legs. Their hulls would be thick, designed to resist planetary impact and protect the troops within from attack. Already, Carl could make out the dark, rounded windows of weapons ports across the ship’s rising walls.

      He felt his lips curl as a snarl, unbidden, escaped them. It was as if the Carl Sebastian who had been a corporal, a man, was slipping away—and leaving in his place an animal.

      
        
        EXALTED Team One: Close with enemy!

      

      

      The order appeared, but Carl didn’t need some automated hologram to tell him what to do. He already knew everything that he was about to do, about to give himself over to as they ran forwards into the shadow of the three ships.

      And the guns didn’t fire.

      Others of the Exalted were leaping around Carl in their exuberance, hooting, and calling like wolves as they charged ahead, apparently oblivious to the fact that the Palacian dropships weren’t using all of their incredible heavy arms to fire at them.

      But Carl was noticing and then slowing his charge. Just because he was an Exalted (now) or a WarDog (depending on who you asked) didn’t also mean that he was an idiot.

      “Trap?” he said as his boots skidded to a slow run. The rest of the Exalted continued to charge around him, straight between and under the Palacian vessels. Several even leaped up to grab a hold of the legs, determined to keep on climbing.

      “Huh?”

      Shadow eclipsed Carl’s suit as he jogged between two of the three shapes. He could make out more of the Exalted who had already reached the far end. Beyond them, there appeared to be container structures—blocks and domes scattered before the Palacian ships.

      And not one enemy soldier or a Fomorian in sight.

      “Fodova?” Carl hissed as he saw his friend slowing to a confused jog and then a halt on the far side of the Palacian ships. She turned around, looking first one way and then another.

      “Fodova—I don’t like this,” Carl was saying. “I think we should pull back.”

      But his old comrade ignored him as she stumbled to a pause, slowly turning this way and then that.

      “What’s this?” one of the other Exalted had said, already walking towards the downed ramp of the dropship, which had been left wide open. Wide open and with no guards or security protocols—whether automated or living . . .

      “Wait!” Carl said, a sudden premonition filling him as all of the Exalted turned to look at this new find. Carl broke into a run, trying to stop the hapless man from what he was sure was about to be an incendiary or worse.

      To find that the Exalted man was standing before what seemed to be a scurf of vegetation blanketing the ramp and the ground before the Palacian dropship.

      Carl watched as the soldier halted and crouched, brushing a hand through the stuff. It crumbled easily over his gloves.

      It’s . . . flowers? Carl thought, looking down to see thin, tendril-like sprouts covering the ground all around them. They were no bigger than an inch or two at most with sprays of tiny black bulbs at their end. They reminded Carl a little of images of mountain moss you might see on jungle rocks—only that it was all a deep jet black, and none of it was green.

      And perversely—it had spread all over the ashen ground that they were standing on and up into the open Palacian dropship as well.
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        Warning!

        Warning! Proximity!

      

      

      “Yeah, I get it!” Mendiata snarled as she spun around to smack her rifle into the temple of one of the giant mutant dinosaur-chicken creatures that was currently attempting to eat her and Lieutenant Abrams alive.

      The blow connected solidly, but the xenomutation scales that covered the thing’s head were almost as thick as the combat armor that Specialist Mendiata herself wore.

      It was enough to drive it back for a moment, though, buying Mendiata enough time to turn around.

      
        
        Warning!

      

      

      The next killer, mutant dinosaur-bird thing leapt straight at her, its snout full of teeth almost in her face as Mendiata pulled the trigger.

      “Aigh!” The weight of the alien mutant struck her and drove her to the floor under its heaviness and skittered her rifle across the ground.

      No, no, no—NO!

      Mendiata heaved at the body of the creature, trying to move it as it squirmed over her. She felt the powerful crunch of its claws against her leg greaves. Somehow, the thing was still alive—despite the point-blank shooting! But it was clearly seriously injured, as it attempted to right itself and emitted just a croaking, hissing noise instead. Gobbets of black ichor several shades and thicknesses past blood spattered the front of her suit as Mendiata heaved and pushed at the thing.

      “Get the frack off me!” she snarled at it.

      
        
        Warning! Proximity alert!”

      

      

      The other of the mutant creatures came around the side of its dying fellow, appearing in Mendiata’s view suddenly.

      The Pillarmen froze to watch the creature turn its head towards her and emit a long, croaking hiss. This specimen was entirely covered by the metal plates of the xenomutation, and Mendiata could see where the dark pits of the thing’s eyes were, revealing nothing but empty sockets as if the alien infection had even taken away its need to see.

      “Dear stars, you’re an ugly son of a—” Mendiata breathed, as the mutant tensed, then pounced . . .

      “Hey!”

      To be immediately thrown backwards in a spray of automatic fire as Abram leapt in front of Mendiata.

      “Back off, chicken dinner!” the lieutenant demanded, not taking his finger off the trigger until his magazine was whining empty. The creature had been thrown backwards into the undergrowth, and with nearly a full magazine in its body, had finally succumbed.

      “Abrams,” Mendiata gasped under her own dying creature. “A little help here, boss.”

      “Oh, yeah.” The big man turned to lean down and heave the xenomutant off her with a grunt, despite his bodybuilder physique.

      “Where did they come from?!” Abrams was saying as he grabbed Mendiata’s hand and hauled her to her feet. “I thought Philas B was a clean planet?”

      It should be, Mendiata had to agree. After all, Philas B had been one of the farming worlds, an agricultural planet that fed many millions of Alliance citizens. If there was any way that even a trace of the xenomutation had taken root here, then the entire planet and all of its foodstuffs would have been quarantined.

      “The Palacians?” Mendiata grumbled. “Did it come down with them?”

      Abrams was handing her the dropped rifle before he exchanged magazines on his gun, casting a wary eye on the alien planet around them. “The Fomorians only landed, what—a couple days ago? More? That’s not enough time for the mutation to metastasize this far into the environment,” he was saying as he slowly got to his feet.

      “Er, sir? You sure about that?” Mendiata asked. She had already traveled to the edge of the battle clearing, following where the boot prints of the Fomorians led. She was standing before the nearest tree, pointing at its branches.

      “Why? What is it?” Abrams demanded, moving towards her to see that the trees appeared to have fused together with their nearest fellows—but not in any natural, organic, tree-like way. Instead, in the scar where the trees had fused, there now appeared to be strangely glossy, metal scaling.

      Just like the mutants, Mendiata thought, looking up at Abrams awkwardly. This was not anything that she had witnessed before, and quite apparently from the stunned look of disgust on Abrams’ face, it was nothing that he had, either.
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      “Fodova—Fodova, hey!” Carl caught up with his fellow, crimson-suited Exalted as she started to clank up the ramp into the Palacian dropship behind the others.

      There had been no decision about this. No command meeting or strategy. It just seemed natural for the Exalted to investigate the interior of the dropships, searching for an—for any—enemy.

      His old comrade paused and stopped on the ramp before slowly turning (was that stumbling?) around to regard him. Her face looked intense and distracted in her visor as she regarded him for a moment.

      It was a look so dark that Carl felt his spine shiver.

      What did they do to you back there in the Facility? he asked silently as he heard her croaking voice emerge over their suit-to-suit comms channel.

      “Sebastian.” It was almost a hiss. She sounded almost as bad as she had when he first realized that she was on the same squad as him. It wasn’t even a question or an accusation. Just a statement.

      “Fodova, all this is . . . weird,” Carl said, unsure that she could even hear him. He cast his eyes down to the burnt ground, the Palacian dropship itself. That strange black moss was everywhere and seemed much more widespread than he had first thought. It was eerie, and there was something about it that reminded him of years ago, a distant outpost . . .

      “Fodova—do you remember our very first deployment? That damn frontier world with nothing there but jungle?” Carl said.

      He saw Fodova look at him blankly as if he were speaking a different language.

      “That first mission, y’know—before we were . . .” Carl’s voice went quiet for a moment. “Before they turned us into what we are now.”

      Fodova’s eyes behind the translucent sheen of her helmet flickered, and Carl wondered if his question had triggered something—anything—inside of her.

      “You got to remember. It was when we first started encountering the xenomutation as well, right? Remember that bear thing? The trees? That stuff was everywhere!” Carl insisted, pointing at the strange black tendrils cropping out of the ground.

      The xenomutation hadn’t looked like this. It hadn’t started like this at all, from what Carl remembered. But he did remember how, even as early as day one of that campaign, when they were still trying to dig foxholes and set up forward bases ahead of the Palacian advance to that system—something started happening with all of the alien fauna.

      It was like the entire damn planet was out to get us, Carl was thinking. Every strange, alien thing that had legs had crawled out of the forests to try and get a bite of them—and all of them had been covered with that metal scale hide that made them almost impossible to kill.

      It was only after that when we realized it was an infection, and that it was an infection that was already spread across known frontier space, Carl reminded himself.

      “Well, look! Look at it!” Carl said, gingerly scraping his foot across the ground, the ramp. Under his not-so-gentle ministrations, all of the flowers and stalks of the strange, black invader suddenly burst upwards into powdery mildew.

      “Dear stars . . .” Carl whispered nervously, stepping back. Was this the xenomutation? How did it spread across the planet so, so quickly?

      “Fodova?!” Carl asked once again, to see that her eyes had gone far away, looking over his shoulder at the green horizon and hills as if she had seen something.

      “Fod, what is it?” he asked, feeling a strange sense of apprehension as he, too, looked over his shoulder at the Philas B forests out there. There was nothing that he could see happening. No smoke. No lights. No disturbance.

      “Stars, soldier!” Carl burst out in annoyance, his own chemicals starting to get the better of him. “Doesn’t any of this strike you as weird? I’ve never seen any infection of something spread this fast. And what was that weird pain thing that happened back there?”

      Because if there are no Palacians here—then how can they have released a chemical agent against us? he was thinking.

      Unless it was some side effect of this moss right under their feet, he wondered, suddenly alarmed as he looked down. Could this alien moss induce pain at a distance? Could it somehow get past their suit filters?

      
        
        Alert! Enemy detected!

      

      

      Carl jumped as his suit pinged in alarm, and there was the sudden zeroing-in vector of alert orange, getting smaller and tighter as it pointed the way upwards inside the Palacian ship.

      “Frack!” Carl hissed. He and Fodova broke into a run, their rifles up as they charged forward up the ramp and into the belly of the craft where several of the Exalted had already gone.

      “Where are they?!” Carl was shouting, his visor switching to night vision in the darkness. “Where are the Fomorians?!”

      His view ahead was lit by a green-tinged glow. Sudden green highlights flashing over the statuesque forms of the other Exalted as they waited, alert, with their weapons at the ready.

      Well, where are they then?! Carl was thinking as he stepped forward gingerly past his fellow Exalted. The hold of the Palacian dropship was much the same as the hold of the Alliance Raven, Carl was thinking as his suit lights picked up the webbing straps around the walls where the Fomorians must have been seated, waiting for deployment.

      Wait a minute . . . But the booths where each Fomorian would be standing had a few devices that the Alliance didn’t, however—Carl saw with a vague sense of disgust. There, in each stall-like compartment where the Fomorians must stand, also dangled lines of cables. Mostly electrical jacks, but a few wide rubber tubes as well. They instantly made Carl think of old-style charging jacks for electronic devices . . . and of feeding tubes.

      “Dear stars,” he swore once again. These Fomorians were stranger than even he had thought. What could it be like for a young recruit to sign up to become one of them? What did it do to their sense of self? Did the Palacians even have a way to reverse the process at the end of it? Or would these Fomorians be forever changed, forever altered by the war they had been thrown into?

      And just how different is that from what happened to us? Carl suddenly thought. And he was aware of the statuesque Exalted standing around him in the wide Palacian hold, as motionless as if they were robots too. As Carl tuned into their presence, heard their faint and small signs of breath over the shared comms channel, he became aware of the wire of tension that existed in the air around them. The Exalted were like hunting dogs, waiting to pounce.

      But pounce on what?! Carl thought. He stepped away from the Fomorian booths to follow the attack vector that was leading to the back of the main ship area.

      The black moss substance was thick and everywhere back here, and it had created almost a thick carpet underfoot as Carl stepped around his fellow soldiers.

      What are they waiting for? Carl was thinking, not liking the stillness that he was getting from them nor the warning alert he was getting from his own suit—and yet with no shooting or explosions going off anywhere nearby.

      
        
        Alert! Enemy detected!

      

      

      His suit vector was flashing with the alert that the enemy was near. Really near. They should be right in front of him, in fact.

      But all Carl could see was that alien moss spreading up the walls.

      “Huh?” No, wait . . .

      Carl’s eyes suddenly saw it. The moss had completely overgrown another shape, slumped against the walls. At first, Carl had assumed that it was some load of stores that the Palacians had piled up here, but when he took a half step closer (through the drifts of the alien moss), he saw that the shape had definite corners, limbs.

      “We got a body!” Carl called out as he gingerly prodded it with his rifle.

      Pfft! At his touch, the Palacian cadaver fell forward with a slump, releasing a cloud of the black moss that had grown all over it.

      “Ack!” Carl hurriedly stepped back, and he swore that he could feel the tremor of tense excitement run through the rest of the Exalted as they readied to open fire.

      But there was no need for shots to be fired. No need for any aggression or defense at all, as the person was clearly dead.

      And not a Fomorian, either. Carl saw the much more normal combat suit that they wore. All black, blue, and gold under the moss, but definitely not implanted into their flesh. Instead, the gaps in their suit linings bristled and furred with the alien moss substance and around the terrible ruin that was in their breastplate.

      “They’ve been shot. Pumped full of shells at near point-blank range, I’d say,” Carl confirmed, looking around the body to see that the Palacian hadn’t even had a chance to pull their gun.

      “But who did it?” Carl muttered.

      There was only one real answer—the Fomorians.

      The dead Palacian still had a flicker of power to their suit despite the extensive damage—and that was what had set off the enemy alerts, Carl realized. They didn’t have to be alive.

      “Okay, people, nothing to worry about here,” Carl grumbled (apart from the weird alien moss and the possible mutiny) as he stepped back from the body.

      Maybe the moss had something to do with the attack, Carl was thinking as he looked around the nearest door into the rest of the ship—vaguely wondering if he really wanted to know more at all.

      “You can all stand down.” He turned to the other Exalted.

      Just as there was another sudden wash of electric pain that ran up through his heel and seemingly up his spine.

      “Ack! What in the ever-loving name of . . . ?!” Carl felt a sudden surge of anger uncurl through him at the strange and invisible attack that he had no explanation for. It was precisely the same as the one that had happened before—but this time, it had also vanished in an instant, rolling up, through, and gone in the same moment that it had arrived.

      “Did you—? Did anyone else get that?!” Carl was hissing, breathing heavily as he leaned over, hands on his knees to look up at the others of his unit.

      To see that they were all rising from their own individual attacks, and every man and woman of them were eerily looking back the way that they had come.

      “I don’t think it came from there,” Carl groaned, shaking the fog away from his head. It was almost that red, murderous mist that wanted to fill his limbs with terrible power and strength—but he forced himself to remember the lessons that Mai Ling had taught him.

      Breathe in, two, three—be in the moment, be here, don’t let it control you . . .

      Carl’s head cleared just a little as he slowly breathed out and felt the anger start to subside as he realized that he wasn’t under attack. Not right now. Not here. He was in control of his emotions.

      And it was then that he remembered the distant, concentrating look that he had seen on Fodova’s face as well, back out there on the ramp.

      She had been looking in the exact same direction too.
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      “The xenomutation is everywhere,” Abrams was saying in a spooked fashion as they followed the obvious trail of the Fomorians that led through the jungle.

      Their quarry hadn’t particularly tried to be surreptitious or clandestine, Specialist Mendiata thought—their trail had left heavy boot prints in the mud, as well as broken branches and torn leaves on either side as they had blundered through.

      But it wasn’t just the nearness of the enemy soldiers that was freaking the specialist out. It was the clear signs of the xenomutation that appeared to be everywhere around here: the metallic scales and plates covering the trunks of the largest trees and even delicately binding the curls of the leaves.

      “I’ve never seen it on plants before,” Mendiata said, shivering as she stepped around it. She knew that their suits were resistant to it. Every encounter and combat suit had been specially fitted so that they would be able to filter out any exposure to the mutating, enraging alien virus—but she still didn’t want to touch it if she didn’t have to.

      There was more of that strange yellow-white gossamer stuff hanging in the trees as well, hanging down in streamers further out, down into the middle of clearings.

      “If that was a spider’s web, I’d say that was so they can catch flies and whatever,” she mumbled as she nodded to the strange tendrils with her rifle.

      A thought struck Mendiata.

      “Huh?” Abrams appeared distracted by all the mutated life around them.

      “Like an early warning system,” Mendiata mumbled as she looked at the streamers.

      “What?” Abrams asked.

      “That tendril stuff. It’s in all the gaps in the forest isn’t it? Like the way that we set up trip wires,” Mendiata said, not knowing what the connection was but now being able to convince herself that there wasn’t any.

      But Abrams was much more alarmed by something else, it seemed, not Mendiata’s intuitions.

      “Look at these spike readings. From up ahead.” Abrams threw the data over to Mendiata’s Pillarman suit for it to appear a moment later on her internal HUD. The specialist looked at the flowing real-time graph. It surged and flared every few seconds.

      Like a heartbeat, she was thinking.

      “It’s from up ahead,” Abrams said before she heard the channel click as he called in Tucker.

      “Specialist, what’s your situation? Calling for an assist on these readings I’m sending to you. What does it look like to you?” she heard her superior mutter.

      There was a pause, then Tucker’s voice came back laden with static.

      “. . . trouble getting through . . .” (another snarl of static) “. . . encamped. No sign of enemy. Good recovery in Orion.” (snarl) “. . . probably energy source. A fluctuating reactor system. Powerful enough to drive a ship, or . . .” And then another snarl, and then it was gone.

      “Frack it!” Abrams growled. “Why is the signal having trouble? It was clear all the way down here.”

      All the way up to the infected zone, Mendiata heard.

      “But powerful enough for a ship. You think the Fomorians are setting up base camp? Why out here in the middle of nowhere, when they’ve got their dropships out there on the plain?”

      Mendiata mumbled that she had no idea, and Abrams voice continued.

      “Specialist Tucker. You got eyes on the Palacian dropships? What’s happening out there? Tucker, report! Over!”

      Snarl.

      The only sound to come back was the growl of static, and after a few more attempts, the lieutenant gave up on it with a huff.

      “Well, looks like we’re on our own out here. But we’ve got at least twenty or more Fomorians down here. I don’t want to engage unless we have to,” he said, and Mendiata could hear the frustration in his voice. It was always a heavy decision in times like this. What was more important—the intel that their mission might provide on what the Palacians were up to? Or securing the Orion crew from more harm?

      With a grunt of anger, Mendiata saw that the big man had made his decision as he walked ahead of her down the path, going slowly to make as little noise as possible.

      Easy, easy, remember training, Mendiata was reminding herself. She kept back a couple of yards to give less of a target and slightly to one side of her superior in case she needed an extra attack vector.

      The problem was the angles, she knew. There were too many of them from every virus-ridden tree and stand of creepers or vines and boulders. The problem wasn’t having cover, it was that there was too much cover, and the metal-shod greenery was so dense that Mendiata thought that they might even walk right past one of the Palacian silver-skinned cyborgs and not recognize it, if it stood still enough.

      The Pillarmen moved down the ad-hoc trail, pausing every few steps and sighting ahead to their right and left as they did so.

      “Brakkhrr!”

      There was a sudden explosion from the ground further ahead, and Mendiata dropped to one knee, raising her rifle.

      To see that it was some Philas B flying thing, something that still had its original leathery wings and a long beak and that crowed and flapped desperately through the forest.

      Until it crashed against a tree and slid to the ground, flapping itself to a standstill.

      “Stupid bird,” Abrams muttered, waiting for a moment longer until he was sure that there weren’t any more of them or the Fomorians out there before stepping forward around the bend in the trail.

      Mendiata followed, her heart hammering. When she got close to the spot where the bird had fallen, she chanced a look down at it, wondering why a creature native to this forest would have such a hard time flying.

      To see the body of the Philas B bat-bird (or whatever the thing was called, Mendiata thought) at the base of the tree. It had a thick wedge of the xeno plating over its head.

      “Dear stars . . .” the specialist croaked. “This planet is covered with it,” she murmured. “Maybe the Alliance would be better off withdrawing and saying the Palacians can have it, if they want all of their soldiers to turn into blood-crazy mutants. Huh, what do you think, boss?” she asked Abrams, who had stepped beyond some of the huge leaves of bushes ahead, the leaves mostly already turned silver with the xenomutation.

      “I, uh . . .” Abrams voice came back. “I’m not sure that would be a good idea at all, Mendiata,” he was saying. He sounded scared. Totally freaked out, even.

      “Sir?” Mendiata hurried her steps, doing her best to glide around the xeno-plants as she stepped to the other side.

      To see what had captured Lieutenant Abrams’ horror.

      There was a clearing here, a natural opening in the trees where the warm, yellow sunlight filtered down, speckled against the distant drifts of ash-laden clouds. The light waned and broke free, suddenly illuminating—

      A giant, yellow, green, and white half orb that appeared to have erupted out of the ground.

      It’s a plant, Mendiata thought at first—until she didn’t.

      The thing looked more akin to the deep sea creatures like sponges or blobs, Mendiata thought. Its top was just a little shorter than Abrams was tall, with a glossy yellow-white skin for a “dome” that appeared to be lighter than it should be. It was suffusing this entire clearing with a sickly yellow-green light.

      But the dome of its head ended in those same yellow, frilling tendrils that had blanketed the trees and leaves all around, Mendiata saw—which were waving and undulating freely in the forest air, like they were sensing or tasting it.

      And then Mendiata saw the foot of the giant extrusion—it was a grid of metal-like xeno-scale, bursting out of the ground and rising up to support the skirt and dome in buttresses and pillar-like supports, like metal roots that held a ball.

      It was from this thing that the energy readings were rising and spiking, rising and spiking in time with the undulating waves of the frilling “skirt.”

      “Sir! What am I looking at? What is this?!” Mendiata was saying, although her suspicions were already informing her just what it could be.

      It’s something that is generating power. A plant-and-metal hybrid that is generating power.

      “Look!” Abrams pointed his rifle at the metal roots where they dove into the ground, and a little further away where they appeared once more, snaking around and over and colonizing the tree roots.

      “It’s like a pipeline. An energy system . . .?!” Abrams whispered in stunned amazement. Neither he nor Mendiata had ever seen technology like it. If technology it even was. If it was some sort of power-generator system, it appeared to be one that was grown, not one that was designed and engineered.

      “This . . . This . . .” Abrams was at a loss for words.

      “Did the Fomorians do this?!” Mendiata breathed.

      
        
        Alert! Energy spike!

      

      

      Just as the readings on her HUD suddenly spiked and then did so faster and faster.

      “Er, Specialist?” Abrams was saying, his rifle pointing at the strange bio-metal egg before them as it started to glow faster and brighter in keeping with the sudden spikes of energy.

      The heartbeat was happening every couple of seconds now, then every second, then every half second.

      “I strongly suggest that we move out!” Abrams growled, and Mendiata couldn’t agree more as she and the lieutenant turned and started running back up the path that they had come down.

      The flares of energy were happening so fast on their visor HUDs that they were almost a constant blur. If that was a heartbeat, Mendiata thought—then it would be the equivalent of a heart attack.

      The yellow-green glows had now transformed into a constant, brilliant, white glow, flickering until it became a steady crescendo of light.

      
        
        Alert!

      

      

      Her suit readings shouted at her, and there was a sudden thunderclap behind them, and a rush of force drove them to the ground.

      “What was it?!”

      “Guard up!”

      The two Pillarmen were in turmoil as they rolled through the xeno-laden foliage and undergrowth, getting to their feet and turning around to swing their rifles back.

      To see that the clearing was now a lot, well, clearer, than it had been before. All of the main trees were still standing, but most of their leaves had blown from their branches, and all of the smaller branches and plants had been thrown away.

      And rising into the air was a solid beam of green-white light, bursting straight up like a flare, growing smaller and smaller as it went higher before suddenly bursting and appearing to boil in green-laden clouds.

      “What the . . . ?” Mendiata gasped. Just as there was another distant crackle of mutant thunder and another beam of green energy shot into the sky from further out in the forest . . . and another . . . and another.

      The beams of green light from the strange “reactor plants” were boiling into green-tinged clouds far ahead of them, and the clouds were swirling and rolling, appearing to grow.

      “Sir?” Mendiata whispered. “I think we need backup. I would really appreciate if we had backup right about now.”
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      “Hey, wait!” Carl burst out. Another wave of pain shot through him, driving him to the floor.

      “Urk!” The wave of agony was intense and lightning fast, and it was happening faster—but somehow, it didn’t seem to be affecting the other Exalted in the same way.

      All of a sudden, there had been one of those waves of mysterious, unknown pain—and then all of the Exalted had turned and burst into a run. Out of the Palacian ship, straight out and down the ramp—and heading for the distant line of green.

      What is going on?! Carl snarled, feeling his limbs turn to jelly for a moment as the snarl of anger tore itself through him like a darkness about to be born.

      The anger brought with it a surge of determination. A need to run. To move. He was on his feet and already loping forwards after the others when he arrived on the ramp.

      And saw that the sky was slowly filling with a heavy, green fog.

      “What the . . . ?” he grumbled, his voice sounding heavy and snarly even to his own ears. Not like his own. More like a wolf’s than a man’s.

      And where was Fodova? Carl shook his head, trying to clear it of the rage that was impelling him to join the others, to start racing across the last drift of blackened ground towards the Philas B forests.

      There. Her suit identifier was in the middle of the pack of Exalted, and even though Carl tried to ping her private channel, she did not respond. None of them responded. Over the public channel, he could hear their sharp intakes of breaths, panting like they had become the dogs that they had been named after.

      He cast another look up at the skies. There were green spikes of energy rising, spearing into the low clouds from the heart of the jungle and creating small vortexes that continued to whirl and deepen and grow.

      Some weird electrical storm? he thought and already discounted it. This was more than that. He knew that in his bones. He could feel it too—a buzzing in his ears like the whine of static that seemed to be coming from inside his own body. The feeling set his teeth on edge, made him breakout in sweat. The psychic equivalent of a severe heat burn.

      What is happening to them? To us? Carl was already bounding forward after the pack, seeing how the Exalted WarDogs ahead of him were completely silent now as they ran, but already in that organic, hunting formation that predators had without thinking about it.

      What is happening to me?!

      Whatever this was, this wasn’t how the old WarDogs had been. They had been—Carl still was—explosive in their sudden bursts of adrenaline, dopamine, and anger. Capable of wading through minor injuries without registering that they were half dead before collapsing.

      But this . . .

      “Hsss!” Carl hissed in agitation as the buzzing appeared to suddenly heighten in the center of his head. He had no idea where it came from. But he knew that there was something happening to Fodova and the others which could not be a part of the plan.

      Mai Ling never said it would be like this. She wanted me to be MORE aware, not less! Carl struggled to maintain himself at the same time as he allowed his urge to run power his legs. He was pounding across the burnt and cracked lands, already leaving the dropships far behind as the Exalted started to arrive at the greenery.

      It was the edge of the once-cultivated meadowlands and fields of Philas B, Carl saw. The fields themselves had been burned by the Palacian missiles or bombs, and their agricultural buildings at the end here were little more than burned-out ruins—but then the ground started to rise, change, and with it came scrub woodland, spindly trees, and then the rising, greater mass of the jungle itself.

      The jungle that was now gathering a green fog all over it that was starting to drop.

      “Team! The Orion! The survivors!” Carl was shouting to the others as they started to run between the burst buildings and the first of the trees, the fog deepening and concentrating all around them.

      
        
        Warning! Enemy detected!

      

      

      Carl’s suit suddenly blipped at him, and he forced his feet to slow. He forced himself to slow, to skid, raise his rifle, and scan the area on either side.

      And look straight at the stock-still form of one of the Exalted marines standing there with their rifle still slung over their shoulder looking intently into the fogged jungle. Another of the Exalted was just a little way ahead of that too.

      “Hey! What is it? Where are they?!” Carl started to shout to them, not knowing any other names to call them except their identifier numbers. “014, 018, 08, what did you see? Where are they?” Carl was saying, turning back and forth as his suit’s warning flared once again . . . and again.

      
        
        Warning! Enemy detected!

        Unknown life signs!

      

      

      The signals were all around Carl, showing him that the Fomorians had to be everywhere, right under his nose.

      Ah.

      Carl suddenly froze when he realized what the signals were referring to.

      It was the Exalted themselves.

      Himself?

      The Exalted WarDogs weren’t registering on his suit as Terran Alliance soldiers anymore. They were unknown. They were the same unknown as the Fomorians.

      “Guys . . . guys?!” Carl was turning around and around to see that each of the other Exalted WarDogs were exactly the same—they were all standing motionless in the fog and all looking forwards.

      The hairs on the back of Carl’s neck started to rise as he stalked forward in the direction that they were all staring.

      The trees were getting thicker and so was the green-tinted fog. Every now and again, a gust of breeze would blow it free to reveal to Carl another one of his Exalted WarDog teammates standing like a statue and staring intently into the jungle. It was as if something had captivated them. Something either terribly awful or terribly exciting. Or just terrible.

      The trees and the WarDogs were at first shadows in the fog, and then they coalesced into solid shapes as Carl stalked forward. There were more shadows ahead, all sorts of shapes and sizes of trees, rocks, and undergrowth.

      And a line of Fomorians, standing before Carl and the last few Exalted WarDogs, one of which was Fodova.

      “Fomorian!” Carl hissed, instantly grabbing his rifle.

      But there were already too many of them ahead of him. A line that stretched away on either side and had to easily be more than ten, maybe a full squad.

      “Why aren’t you attacking? Why aren’t WE attacking?!” Carl whispered, as the buzzing headache in his temples grew stronger, reaching a crescendo pitch.

      And at that precise moment, each and every one of the Fomorians turned their backs on the Terran Alliance super soldiers and walked into the mutant fog.

      And each and every one of the Exalted did the same, without saying a word to each other.
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      “Sir, look!” Mendiata hissed from where she lay on the ground, sighting down her rifle at the strange, eerie sight ahead of them.

      The pair of Pillarmen had crawled back to the “planet-reactor” site and past it after the fog had started to descend, with Abrams determined to find out what was going on.

      They had found buildings.

      Or maybe not buildings, Mendiata had to clarify. At least, not like buildings that she had ever seen before.

      The landscape before them had changed, with the ground dropping and widening out amidst the greenish-laden fog that wove through the trees almost like a living force. But below them, in the hollow, the fog had not appeared to settle. Instead, there was just an opaque haze lit by more of the yellow-green “reactor plants” along with several tall, spindly, silver-metal spires that might have once been trees but now resembled twisted pylons completely encased with the shiny, silver substance. There were other strange mutant forms down there too—larger domes and coral shapes of metal that appeared to erupt upwards from the same xeno-network as the others.

      It’s an alien town, Mendiata suddenly felt. That’s what I’m looking at, isn’t it?

      
        
        Warning! Enemy detected!

      

      

      Mendiata’s suit flared with multiple warning signals, and no sooner had they gone off when shadows started to appear over the lip of land, stalking through the greenery and fog.

      “Fomorians,” she heard Abrams whisper over their suit channels. “A lot of Fomorians.”

      But not all of the soldiers ahead were the same, Mendiata saw. She picked out the cyborg soldiers with their arm-mounted guns and their mechanical, emotionless movements easily, but among them were others, generally taller and wearing deep, ruddy-looking suits.

      Those suits are awfully familiar, Specialist Mendiata thought—before one walked just a few yards in front of her, and she recognized the stars-and-sword emblem on their shoulder.

      “That’s UTA!” Mendiata hissed in alarm and surprise, and immediately the one that had walked past her stopped stock still and slowly turned around to look back in her direction.

      Mendiata froze, feeling every inch of her suit on her body, willing it to not move, to be still. The foliage she was under was thick, and the Special Ops Pillarman suits came with their own “quiet” measures of energy dampers and zero transmissions—but would it be enough?

      The UTA soldier also froze, didn’t move for a long time, and then took a step forward towards her as others of its kind kept on walking past into the alien town.

      “Sir?! What do I do?!” Mendiata breathed over her comms to the lieutenant, her voice barely audible over a croaky whisper.

      There were far too many of them out there to fight. Her suit was reading over fifteen distinct signals, and still there were more coming in.

      And I’ll be fracked if those UTA soldiers aren’t defectors! Mendiata wanted to growl with rage. They were walking shoulder to shoulder besides the Fomorians—the very same Palacian cyborgs that had attacked and brutally killed so many Terran Alliance men and women.

      “Specialist!” she heard Abrams whisper urgently as the crimson-clad UTA soldier stopped about six feet before her—and then did something very odd.

      They suddenly dropped into a crouch and held their position beside a large, xeno-laced undergrowth.

      “Sir?!” Mendiata whispered again. Her rifle was at her side. She could easily take the shot, but she knew that as soon as she did that, then all hell would break loose. There would be an awful lot more shooting going on around them and coming towards them than from them.

      “Mendiata?! Is that you?” the crouching (hiding) red-clad traitor hissed at her.

      What?! The specialist would have jumped in shock were it not for the fact that she was lying down on the dirt. She knew that voice. She had last heard that voice on the distant frontier mine of Bwca. She had seen the owner of that voice fall into the vat of some scientist’s green gunk, and then every doctor and expert that the UTA had on staff told them that that man wasn’t going to survive.

      “Sebastian?” Mendiata whispered back. “Carl?! You’re dead, aren’t you?!”

      Upon closer reflection, she thought that latter statement was probably a little unnecessary.

      “Ha. Thought so. Probably very soon,” their “honorary” Pillarman informed her as he waited for the last of the UTA and Fomorian personnel to waltz past him without so much as a flicker of recognition. Then he was crawling through the undergrowth towards her to collapse at the base of a tree, and he was taking a deep breath.

      “You were taken off us.” Abrams appeared at their side, surprisingly silent for one so large. “The higher-ups came in, said you needed emergency treatment.”

      “Yuh, you could say . . .” Mendiata listened to her old-new colleague in surprise and confusion. That had been months ago. Where had he been? In some military hospital somewhere? And why the new uniform?

      And why did everyone else wearing that uniform seem to be siding with the enemy?! the specialist couldn’t help but think to herself.

      “It’d take too long to go into. Let’s just say that I think the higher-ups tried to do something that really backfired,” Carl was saying, half rising to look past the others towards the strange biological compound.

      “What is that I’m looking at . . . Is it?” she heard him whisper, and then they both said at the same time:

      “Xenomutation.”

      “I don’t understand it,” Carl went on, “but those guys out there—the UTA ones—are a new type of WarDog like me. They’re called the Exalted.”

      “And they’re friends with the Palacian cyborgs now?” Abrams growled.

      “Yes. No. I don’t know,” Carl said, his voice sounding tight, stressed. Mendiata could see his hands balling into fists, grabbing at the strange xeno leaves before them and crumpling them easily, before she saw him will them open. She could tell that he was tense and on the verge of losing it.

      “It’s complicated. All I know is that almost as soon as we were deployed, the unit started acting strange. When that hellish green storm started . . .”

      “From those things.” Abrams nodded towards the nearest of the still glowing plant reactors. “I think the Fomorians made them or started them or something,” he was saying before Mendiata heard him give a potted history of their brief mission.

      The Orion crew . . .

      The strange behavior of the watching Fomorians . . .

      The sudden outbreak of xenomutation . . .

      The weird storm . . .

      “Are we looking at some kind of bioweapon?” Carl asked, looking up, and Mendiata echoed his glance. The skies above the Philas B forest were now a thick carpet of brackish green cloud, low enough so that the tops of the tallest trees caught at the drifts of fog.

      “If it’s a Palacian bioweapon, then it certainly isn’t killing anyone,” Mendiata muttered, until the thought struck her.

      No, it’s not killing things. It’s . . .

      “It’s changing them,” she said and looked around to see Carl’s and Abrams’ eyes on her.

      “It is the xenomutation, isn’t it? Somehow the Palacians have found a way to harness it. To weaponize it. That’s why they didn’t abandon Philas when they could have. This whole planet is a field test for their new weapon.”

      There was a moment of silent horror from the others as they considered the implications of what she had just said. The xenomutation was a threat to all humans. And apparently, to all life too. It was a threat that didn’t limit itself to politics, ideologies, or regions.

      “And it has done something to the Exalted,” Mendiata heard Carl whisper. Their comrade was looking out at the strange alien bioscape, intent, and his eyes were glittering with reflected, alien light.

      “I can’t prove this—but it’s like the mutation got into them somehow. Played on the fact that they were already different. Made them side with the Fomorians?”

      “Maybe that’s what it does,” Abrams growled. “The Fomorians release it, and the xenomutation does what it does best: it takes people over.”

      “But,” Mendiata felt a shiver roll through her. How could they not see what they were saying?

      “What about us? Or the survivors of the Orion? How long have we got until we . . .” she nodded further beyond them, where the Fomorian and Exalted appear to be clustering around the buildings doing something.

      “Until we turn into something like them?” Mendiata ended.

      There was a long pause filled with frustration and nerves. It was Carl who eventually broke it.

      “I don’t know the answer to that, Mendiata, I really don’t. But I know that whether it’s this uniform or the fact that I’m an Exalted too—somehow, they don’t register me as a threat. I have an opportunity to get in there and do something about it.”

      You mean you have an opportunity to walk in there and get yourself killed? Mendiata thought darkly.
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      “Abrams—you sure about this?!” Carl was hissing a little while after his fretful reunion with the other Pillarmen.

      The old WarDog couldn’t say that he was feeling any better about his situation now that he was about to walk straight into an enemy-controlled encampment loaded down with every spare shell and magazine that went bang that the others could spare.

      “Corporal! Radio silence—you remember what we agreed!” the voice of the big man hissed into his ear.

      “I do, but—you know . . .” Carl swallowed nervously. He had just stepped out of the undergrowth of the forest and was taking step by cautious step into the Fomorian stronghold. The alien stronghold, he had to remind himself, as he stepped out to the open area beyond.

      The tendrils of fog had crept into the hollow by the hills, and the pulsing, eerie, yellow-green light of the strange plant orbs made everything look sickly, not living or green or healthy. Every tree and leaf and vine was covered with the same shiny, metallic scales of the xenomutation. Carl could see the thick rooted threads of it sweeping around the ground, converging, conjoining, and branching everywhere.

      There were more of the strange structures here too—other domes that seemed like giant mushrooms. Frilled deep-sea creatures bursting from the xenomutation threaded through the subsoil. Some of them were no bigger than Carl was, while others were almost the size of a shuttle.

      “We got through to Tucker. He said that place looks like it works like a reactor,” Abrams hissed in response to Carl’s earlier question. “Just follow the signals,” he said, before the connection to the big man suddenly broke with static.

      Works like a reactor, Carl thought. A self-replicating bioweapon that made its own engines? It was almost too much to think about.

      But it was undeniable what the scans on his suit were showing—that each of those pulsating, glowing orbs on the forest floor was emitting huge amounts of energy, and that deep in the center of the alien place there was a vast emitter or reactor.

      “I just got to hope that she can blow like everything else,” Carl thought as he trod forward, his hand straying to the extra utility modules on the side of his belt that Specialist Mendiata had given him.

      A selection of microcharges and solid state explosives. That was her expertise, after all—and so she carried enough of a small arsenal to not cause serious damage, but enough for targeted disruption to anything from a door to a military-grade vehicle.

      The module looked awfully small compared to the strange, giant structures all around him.

      
        
        Warning! Enemy detected!

      

      

      Out of the curl of fog, one of the Exalted WarDogs strode into Carl’s path and halted.

      “Uh . . .” Carl looked across at the identical crimson uniform, lit from the side by unhealthy, green glows. There was a shadow of a face within the visor. A man. Not Fodova.

      “Hi?” Carl said, forcing his hands to remain at his side and not immediately grab at his rifle—or punch the Exalted in the face.

      Breathe, he told himself. Remember what I was taught. Be in the moment. Control my impulses . . .

      As much as he thought that the entire Facility had made a severe mistake in creating the Exalted, Carl had learned from his lessons with Mai Ling in particular. As he breathed out, he let the sensations in. He was aware of the absolute stillness of the man in front of him. No threat behavior yet. He was aware of the sharp scratch and scrape of the leaves and forest around him.

      And he was also aware of a buzzing sound in his head.

      What?! As Carl became aware of it, he was aware of how it felt a little like the electric zaps that he had experienced earlier—but now on a much lower and lighter frequency. It made the back of his teeth and his jaw ache, like a horde of invisible wasps had taken up residence inside his bones.

      And as the Exalted WarDog ahead of him looked directly at him, Carl was convinced that the sensation grew stronger.

      It’s something to do with you, isn’t it? Carl thought in alarm, willing himself to do nothing. To not respond. To stand amid the rising sensation of alarm.

      And then, as abruptly as it had arrived, the buzzing went away as the Exalted soldier turned and started stalking off towards the buildings.

      Was that . . . a communication? Carl thought, his heart pounding. He instantly thought of what he had heard once, that some insects communicate with each other via chemical compounds, and so entire conversations and decisions could be made without ever a sound being made by any party.

      And if that was the case, he thought . . . Did I just give away that I wasn’t talking back?

      There was no time to worry about it though, as Carl saw the “talking” Exalted disappear into the fog, and there was still the larger display of energy readings somewhere ahead of him. He forced himself to move forward in the same slow and regular gait that the others used, even though every step of the way, he was screaming internally for something to break.

      There were threats all around him. Threats in front, to the sides, behind. At any moment, any one of these newly possessed Exalted or the cyborg Fomorians could figure out that he wasn’t actually one of them. And attack him. If he made a wrong step or let any clue out that he wasn’t one of them, he would be dead in seconds.

      One of the giant coral-metal-mushroom buildings grew into view on his right, and he could see at its base there were archways made of the metal xenomutation, archways into which more of the Fomorians and Exalted were moving and going.

      What is that? They appeared to be carrying something. Long wires or cables . . . no, the roots! Carl suddenly understood what he was looking at. The Exalted and Fomorians had ripped some of the largest of the metal-scale roots from the ground and were dragging their sections into the building, for all the world looking like space station engineers connecting cables.

      Or fuel lines, Carl thought, pausing before the structure and doing his best to peer in past the moving bodies. When the last of the Exalted had moved in, he took a step forwards.

      It was gloomier inside but lit with a soft, organic-green glow from the structure’s walls. He could make out that the floor was a mess of metal-root cables and that they appeared to be joining and overlaying each other in a thick, spidering mess.

      There were more of the metal-like arches and buttresses emerging from the walls, forming alcoves and booths—Like a station, Carl thought—until he suddenly startled as he saw that the nearest booth had a Fomorian inside it. Literally inside it, with that rooted growth attached to their suit and body until they were almost entirely congealed and swallowed by the mainframe structure.

      Everywhere he looked, Carl saw that they were not the only ones. In fact, every booth had one of the Exalted or the Fomorians ensconced, their heads bowed, but their suits still registering on Carl’s sensors. So their suits were at least powered, and that meant the person inside was probably very much alive.

      They’re becoming a part of this place. Possessed, summoned, taken over and eaten by it, Carl realized in horror.

      It was at that point that Carl felt a nudge at his foot and looked down—in horror—to see that some of that same metal root had grown (moved? By itself?!) around his ankle, and already the toe of his other boot was partially covered.

      “Argh!” Carl let out a small yelp of disgust at the thought of being consumed like the others, pulling his foot out, and then finding the other was already getting stuck . . .

      “Frackit!” He stamped down hard on the metal root with his boot and then stamped again.

      
        
        Warning! Enemy detected!

      

      

      Carl’s Exalted suit pinged, and he looked up to see that the nearest Fomorian—the first one that he had seen—had apparently woken up. Its head was raised, and it was looking straight at him.

      He froze but the xeno-root only got tighter around his ankle.

      “I’m not waiting around here to be eaten!” Carl muttered to himself, driving his metal-shod heel down on the root again and this time squirming his foot away from it.

      
        
        Warning!

      

      

      His suit was reacting to the movements of the half-submerged Fomorian, which was raising its hands and starting to pull itself slowly out from the building’s embrace.

      Ack! Once again, Carl felt that rising tension and sense of buzzing between his ears, just like before—but this time, it was more insistent and urgent, as if the Fomorian was shouting at him.

      “Frack it,” Carl snarled as soon as his foot was free, jumping out of the roots underfoot. He saw another of the walled soldiers—this time one of the Exalted—start to wake up and pull themselves towards him too. There were no shouts and no alarms and nothing to warn Carl that he was now in a whole heap of trouble—but he was sure that was what was now happening as the buzzing continued in the back of his head—even as he turned and backed away.

      “Carl?! Carl—report!” There was a sudden crackle of static and Abrams’ voice over his suit’s communications channel as he turned and started to march, fast, in the direction of the largest build-up of energy readings.

      “Not now, Lieutenant—I’m kinda about to start an incident,” he muttered as Abrams continued talking over him.

      “We’ve got eyes on the buildings. More combatants heading to your signal. I don’t know what—” Abrams was halfway through saying, but with a sudden scratch of static noise, Carl lost connection.

      “But I guess I know everything that I need to know now, anyway,” he breathed as he picked up his steps and started to run.

      Carl was painfully aware of Mendiata’s utility module at his hip and of the rounds of ammunition and the full magazines that he was supposed to pack the chargers to. He felt too far from his destination, and the explosive material felt way too small.

      What did Mendiata say about the timer again? Carl asked himself as a building glowed florescent out of the murk on his left. He thought he saw a moving shape emerging there too.

      Carl spun around, dropping to one knee and rolling, squirming into a crawl to get on the other side of the building before he froze.

      The back of his head was still buzzing, but no shape emerged out of the murk. Not yet. He congratulated himself on managing to dodge the prying eyes.

      His HUD was picking up a massive energy disturbance just a little way ahead. That had to be it. It had to be the building—or reactor—that he was looking for.

      Carl’s senses started to sharpen with his synthetic chemicals despite the ugly headache he also had. Energy filled his legs. He knew that he could do it. He had to do it.

      There was a dull glow in the fog further ahead of him, a large glow—bigger than a person, and one that had to be a building.

      That must be it! He checked the energy readings to see that they were off the chart—coming from the building itself. He took a breath, focused on it, and sprang forwards.

      One lunging step. Two.

      He lengthened his stride. Cross the distance quick. Get under cover quicker.

      Three steps, and now the glowing shape revealed itself to be another one of those strange coral-metal buildings with “flutes” like coral (only made of the same xeno-plating) reaching upwards towards the sky like a crown or a stilled splash of water.

      These flutes merged with vast, metal-scale roots and buttresses, once again forming the pillars and girders that grew out of the floor of the forest itself.

      They’re everywhere! Carl thought, looking down at his feet to see that these metal roots snaked towards the structure like the roots of an ancient tree. It appeared as if the structure had been here for millennia, even though the ground was freshly disturbed where the roots had burst from the surface only recently.

      In fact, Carl thought as he looked down, he could see how the largest arteries of the metal roots connected to smaller and even smaller networks, forming a vast underfoot platform, and everything led towards this one building.

      It had to be it. The main reactor. The power plant. The nerve center.

      Carl started forward.

      
        
        Warning! Enemy detected!

      

      

      A shape jumped towards him.
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      “Ack!”

      Even though Carl was quick, the Fomorian that had jumped him was even quicker—at least to start with.

      The WarDog hit the ground, spraying dirt around him as he went down from the barging strike. Move! he demanded of himself, kicking outwards into a roll over the crisscross of the metal-scale root systems. Behind him, there was a flash and a sudden bark of gunfire as the Fomorian aimed its implanted forearm gun and opened fire at the spot where he had been.

      Carl was on the floor but already springing to his feet as he swiveled on his hip and threw the rifle in his hands back at the Fomorian.

      I have to close this distance, he was thinking. Especially since the Fomorian had a gun that was implanted straight into their arm and that couldn’t be dropped.

      Sebastian felt the hot and tight buzzing in his head as well as the electric surge of energy rising through the soles of his feet as his own synthetic chemicals kicked in. For a moment, even time itself appeared to slow as he saw his rifle spinning through the air like a boomerang, hitting the Fomorian on the chest as they reacted—batting it out of the way.

      And then Carl was up close, springing forward into the kill zone as his body moved even before his mind had articulated the thought. All he knew on a primal, instinctual level was that he had to close, close, close! And Attack! Attack! Attack!

      The Fomorian threw their metal hand towards him, and Carl threw out his arm in a block. The shock of their two metal arms meeting each other—one made of metal, the other encapsulated by metal—made a sharp clanging sound. For Carl, even the simple forearm block was like being hit by a hammer.

      “Hss!” But the pain that he felt only increased his anger, increased the chemicals being released into his bloodstream, increased his strength.

      He batted the forearm back, and his other hand shot out to grab the Fomorian by the neck in a vice-like grip, and he squeezed.

      “Die!” Carl heard himself roar as he pushed the Fomorian back, back towards the metal-coral struts and supports of the alien reactor behind.

      Wham! The first hammer-fist blow that struck the side of Carl’s head made him see stars, and for a moment, he couldn’t understand where it had come from.

      Until the Fomorian struck him again with the side of his free fist, and it was as strong as if the Fomorian did have a hammer in his hand.

      Carl grunted as the Fomorian struck again and again—and Carl heard a dangerous crunch as hairline cracks suddenly blossomed across his visor.

      He tightened his grip, but the Fomorian underneath felt solid and unmovable, as if Carl were trying to crush rocks with his bare fists—or break metal one-handed.

      “Argh!” Carl snarled in frustration. The pain from the repeated strikes of the Fomorian hit again and again, and every time they struck home, stars blitzed across his vision in a scatter of painful light.

      And then Carl suddenly remembered the most important thing—that, for all he knew, the Fomorians didn’t even need to breathe. Or eat. They might not even have blood vessels leading up to their brains in the same way that humans did anymore . . .

      
        
        Warning! Enemy detected!

      

      

      Carl’s suit was starting to ring with alarm bells, this time coming from further behind him in the complex. The Fomorian and Exalted were onto him. They must have been alerted by that buzzing, and any moment now, they would be all over him.

      With a snarl, Carl suddenly ducked the next repeated, machine-like piston blow of the Fomorian’s fists as he let go of the cyborg’s neck, half stepping back as the Fomorian naturally overswung and had to step forward to stabilize itself.

      Now! Before its forward foot could land on the root structure, Carl had once again darted forward, and this time shoved the Fomorian with both hands to throw it backwards, one leg pinwheeling and backpedaling as it . . .

      Slammed into the metal spikes and struts of xeno-coral. There was a sudden spray of sparks and something liquid and dark like oil or blood as the Fomorian was skewered and impaled. For a terrible moment, Carl could see the hybrid soldier twitching and jerking strangely, even with the metal struts emerging through his chest like tentacle growths.

      
        
        Warning! Enemy detected!

      

      

      But there was no time to be horrified. Or to admire his handiwork. Carl turned, already seeing that there were moving shapes converging on his location out of the eerie, green-lit fog.

      This was not how it was supposed to go. This was the worst of all possible scenarios. Carl was supposed to sneak in and set off timed explosives.

      There was the rifle, lying on the floor just a little way away.

      Carl dove for it, seizing it off the ground and rolling, spinning around so that he could let off two burst-fire shots, one at the first figure and then the second. The first was flung backwards in the spray of bullets, while the second spun to one side, raising their arm back towards Carl Sebastian.

      It was one of the Fomorians. It was pointing its forearm gun straight at him.

      Frack! Carl attempted to jump out of the way, but he didn’t even hear the rat-a-tat-tat of the bullets and suddenly they were slamming all around him, puncturing the ground, the metal roots of the strange building . . .

      And his own leg.

      “Argh!” Carl felt an instant lightning-hot agony of pain as he rolled and scrambled for the edge of the building, scrambled and pushed—but in the next instant, the pain faded away to a distant fog. It was still there, but his designer chemistry had turned down the volume. His body was still screaming for his attention—but it was from behind several doors.

      I have a job to do. A mission to finish! Carl had dropped his rifle when he had been shot, but he still had his service pistol—and his service blade.

      The charges!

      Right beside him was the strange xeno powerplant building, its glow almost a headache in itself, pushing down on him. While its body and walls were made out of the glowing, yellow-green material, it was supported and held by the coronet of metal coral which formed thick pillars and buttresses, like tree roots.

      And each one a power cable, Carl was thinking as he grabbed the nearest and dragged himself back up to his feet. Was this the best place to set the charges?

      
        
        Warning! Enemy detected!

      

      

      But then his suit alerted him as a shape burst out of the fog on the nearest side of the building. This time, Carl’s enemy wasn’t silver-clad, but . . .

      One of the Exalted.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Carl felt the ripple of adrenaline through his system, a primal instinct of threat and rage against his fellow WarDog soldier. He saw a shadow behind the visor, but Carl was sure that it was a man’s face. Not Fodova. He felt a flash of relief.

      And maybe that was a moment of emotion too much, because the Exalted didn’t waste any time as they immediately attacked, abandoning their gun as they were consumed with an animal fury.

      Frack!

      Carl managed to get his arms up in time to grab the Exalted at the same time as he and the Exalted went down, crashing into the ground so hard that the back of Carl’s head slammed against the metal roots.

      “Hss!”

      Before Carl could try to grapple with his enemy, the Exalted had already sprung off of him again, moving like a predator, a cat—attack and flee, attack and flee.

      Carl rolled to one side a moment before the metal-shod boot of the Exalted connected with his leg. His injured leg.

      “Arrgh!” The WarDog howled in fury, a terrible cry of impassioned rage as it felt like his leg was being torn in two. Of course, it wasn’t—but the extreme anguish that his body felt was enough to make him angry.

      Very angry.

      The Exalted had danced away and was even now moving back to deliver another stunning kick.

      Instead of dodging out of the way, Carl twisted to fold his body, chest, and arms around the boot as it connected. He felt the crunch of his chest plate, but once again felt no pain as he held onto the boot and rolled—bringing the Exalted down with a heavy crash and a horribly satisfying crack.

      Upstart. Carl snarled as he released the foot and grabbed the xeno buttresses, dragging himself into a crouch. His thoughts were a red mist as he stared at the body of the Exalted for a moment longer.

      I was one of the original. I was one of the first WarDogs, Carl was thinking as his suit pinged with even more warnings, even more alerts of the enemy coming for him.

      We were designed to be surrounded, weren’t we?

      One hand moved to the utility module at his belt, knowing that it contained the timers and chargers that he would need.

      But would it be enough?

      Moving quickly, he dumped the extra magazines and ammo rolls that the other Pillarmen had given him at the foot of the xeno buttress and the building before detaching the utility module itself and setting it on top.

      What had Mendiata said about the sequence? He struggled to think, to control his thoughts and force them to make sense when at the same time, his rage was running high, and all that he wanted to do was to turn and face the enemy coming, to attack, to rend, and to fight.

      “Who’re you kidding?” Carl grumbled to himself.

      He was injured. How many Exalted or Fomorian could he take on like this—when they would be at peak fitness, and he would be relying on adrenaline alone?

      No, this is the right course of action. Get the mission done, he demanded of himself as he triggered the utility module’s release and found inside a long narrow box with multiple putty-like charges with wires leading to a small, programmable interface.

      Press start, connect the wires, then press start again to set the counter, Carl told himself as he hunkered down, even as the warning alerts on his suit were getting nearer by the moment. But the fogs and the strange dimensions of this building were helping to hide his location from those that pursued him—for the moment, at least.

      How long have I got until they get here? Carl didn’t know. It might only be seconds. Did the Fomorians and the Exalted have enough technical awareness to spot a bomb when they saw one?

      Another question that he couldn’t answer. He snarled to himself as he assembled the device and pressed start again to set the counter.

      “You’re going to need ten minutes, running, to get to a safe distance—in a pinch, you can set five,” he recalled Mendiata saying.

      But the enemy was all around. They were searching and hunting for him. He wouldn’t be able to escape anyway, would he?

      Carl’s finger hovered over the tiny screen as he realized he had already rolled it down to five minutes and wondered if he had the guts to roll it even lower.

      “One minute,” he muttered. “I’m not making it out of here alive anyway, am I?”

      Carl moved his hand down to lower the timer.

      “Carl! Corporal!” As his suit suddenly lit up with the incoming message of Lieutenant Abrams.

      “Sir?!” Carl was filled with a sense of panic. “Sir—now is not a good time!”

      And then, from behind him in the murk, there was the sudden report of gunfire. A lot of gunfire.

      “We’re not abandoning you in there, soldier!” Abrams snarled over the fuzz and squeaks of static. “You’re one of us! No one left behind!” the lieutenant shouted, and Carl heard more gunfire erupting along with the howls and the clamor of the Exalted bloodlust.

      “Sir!” Carl’s finger hovered over the one minute, then pushed it back up to three. “The Exalted will tear you apart. You don’t understand!”

      “. . . don’t give a frack! Some of Orion’s men here . . . no one is left alone!” Abrams was shouting, and Carl could hear the report of gunfire over the airwaves at the same time as he fired.

      They’re buying me time, Carl realized in wonder. Abrams and Mendiata and the Orion crew must have realized that this was going to be a one-way mission, and they came back.

      They came back for me.

      Suddenly, Carl remembered the Facility. “Rehabilitation.” That was everything that they had done wrong, wasn’t it? They had kept him—and all of the WarDogs—separate. Trained them individually. Given them great advantages but had tried to exert as much control over them as they could. They had tried to brainwash them.

      And now look at what has happened, Carl thought. He set the timer and pressed the button, seizing his knife as he turned around.

      The Exalted they made fell at the first hurdle—because they were vulnerable.

      They had not been trained to be a part of a unit. To have them rely on you and you on them.

      “Corporal?! Sebastian?!” Abrams was shouting as Carl lurched forward, summoning every bit of willpower that he could to overcome the pain running through his leg and starting to lope forward.

      “I’m coming. We’re good to go, sir,” Carl said.

      He half ran, half loped away from the building and into the fog as muzzle flare burst around him in lightning flashes. A shape emerged out of the fog, their face snarling.

      Exalted! Carl leaned back on his good leg as he turned, his emotions and strange designer chemicals finally syncing all at once. Carl knew what attack the Exalted was going to pull as he raised his arms to intercept the charging soldier.

      Carl knew because he had been there himself. He knew because he himself had succumbed to anger and rage.

      And that is precisely why I will beat you, Carl knew as he swiveled, accepting the charge and at the same time deflecting it with a hand as he punctured the Exalted’s neck with his knife. Carl moving on with his loping stride.

      Another shadow on his left. This time, the Exalted was running at him low—but still had the same desperate rage and frenzied anger as the first. The second was more awkward to counter than the first, given Carl’s injury—but Carl knew that the Exalted’s anger would always drive them onwards.

      Carl allowed himself to fall into a roll as the Exalted charged at him, reaching up towards him.

      And as fast as lightning, Carl calmly ran his knife into the Exalted’s unprotected side under his arm, and then Carl was rolling out past the other side and grunting to push himself upwards.

      As another shadow emerged from the fog, and Carl, feeling strangely detached and calm, turned to drive the knife.

      “Whoa! Hey!” It was the large shape of Lieutenant Abrams, missing being punctured by Carl’s battle knife in just the last moment.

      “That’s a court-martial offense, soldier!” Abrams said with a grin. Behind him came the sounds of gunfire.

      “So will be the next ten seconds if I let my superior officer get turned into toast!” Carl said, seizing the offered Pillarman’s hand and dragging him to the floor—just as the timer reached 00:00—and the alien building blew.

      Carl and Abrams hugged the floor as the shock wave rolled over them and rippled through the floor itself.

      
        
        Warning!

        Warning!

        Warning!

      

      

      Carl’s suit was alive with alerts and alarms of terrible things happening to his suit and outside, but both he and his superior officer stayed still until the brilliant light had passed. Sebastian’s eyes were still burning with light as he let Abrams haul him to his feet and drag him onwards.

      The explosion had set the whole battle into disarray. The strange xeno-buildings were burst open, and the very ground glowed with lines of fire as the xeno-clad roots themselves appeared to be overheating, dying.

      “Did we do it, sir? Did we stop them?!” Carl was saying as he stumbled, hanging onto Lieutenant Abrams’ shoulder.

      “We did, soldier. You did,” the big man said and started shouting “Pull back! Pull back!” to the rest of the Pillarmen and the Orion crew.

      Whatever the Fomorians had been building here, they had stopped it with fire. They had stopped it with loyalty.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        See what happens next in Ghost Ship.

        amazon.com/dp/B09NCKS2VX

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Thank You For Reading

      

      

      Thanks for reading The Exalted, the third 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 Ghost Ship and you can order it now on Amazon.

        amazon.com/dp/B09NCKS2VX

      

      

      

      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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