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Bio-plasma boiled up from the jungle, tracing a bright blue arc across the sky.


The dropship banked starboard. The pilot had needle-sharp reactions, but despite his simulated senses, he wasn’t fast enough. I heard the patter of small arms fire against the hull, saw the flash of the null-shield activating as it repelled energy-based weapons. The Cougar spat out flares and decoy drones, and fire chased us lower still.


“This is Angel One, this is Angel One,” said the pilot. “We are encountering heavy resistance. All Cougars, be aware.”


The Cougar launched missiles into the jungle. Krell bodies scattered, and the landscape was soon on fire. Other Cougars were dropping in behind us, clustered around the Sci-Div transports. They got the same welcome. In some cases, even worse.
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To Louise, for everything



PROLOGUE

The sun relentlessly beat down on the city and its surrounding sectors. The marketplace – at the edge of the conurbation of human structures that made up Shangri Capital – seemed to catch its glare most of all.

There was no hiding from the sun. All day, every day. No night, ever. There the sun was: high on the horizon, so big that it almost filled the vista. It illuminated the world’s moons too, creating six burning discs in the sky. In the twenty days that Daneb Riggs had been on-world, he hadn’t seen a single cloud. It was an anomaly caused by the planet’s orbit, so Riggs had heard. One face was always to the local star, while the other was forever in darkness. Stable weather and a warm climate on one side. Constant night and erratic storms on the other.

The planet’s name was Shangri VI, which was a reference to some Old Earth religion – a supposed Utopia. That, Riggs figured, was typical of the parasitic mites that had colonised this world. When they’d first settled here, they had brought the baggage of their mythology with them. Riggs had been like them, once. His family – his old family – were Gaia Cultists. The tradition had been generations long by the time of Riggs’ birth. He hadn’t known any better, and so he’d gone along with it. That thought made him bristle, and he grabbed for the bottle of beer on the table in front of him. It was a local brew, weak and warm. He swilled it down with an unhealthy dose of vitriol. He was different now. He was a True Believer, and Warlord had shown him the way.

The planet was one of many Outer Colonies, a string of systems along the Former Quarantine Zone. Although many regarded Shangri VI as heaven, to Riggs the place was far closer to hell. He looked out across the street, across from the bar in which he sat, and pondered why he despised the place so much. Riggs’ feelings for Shangri VI were more complex than just about the world’s proximity to its local star. The sun illuminated everything, put the world into constant sharp relief. Nothing was hidden. The blazing light exposed all imperfections.

And Riggs had many, many imperfections. Like Shangri VI, Riggs had two faces. He had tried to forget one of them, to replace it with the other. But as with Shangri, in its tidally locked orbit, Riggs knew that was impossible.

Daneb Riggs was a traitor. A deserter. A renegade. One of the most wanted men in the thirteen Alliance territories. He had turned his back on the Army, on his training, on his people. On his own Christo-damned squad . . . The thought of his own betrayal kept him up at night, drove him to the brink of madness. Some nights, he managed to justify the actions that he had taken – the things he had done – to himself. He had done what Warlord had wanted him to do. He had only been carrying out orders. The Alliance deserved everything they got.

But other times . . . Other times he wasn’t so sure. There was still some shred of doubt in Riggs, and it niggled at him. A wound that wouldn’t heal, the edges always tender, the infection never quite gone.

Riggs’ hand, he realised, was shaking. He focused on the Spiral insignia tattooed on his forearm. It snaked around his data-port; the connection that would allow him to operate a simulant. The thought of making transition again – into a new body – pulled him back into the present.

Riggs’ post on the terrace overlooked the planet’s main spaceport. It was a decent vantage point, with a view across the landing pads. Further out, a refugee camp had grown up around the port. There were hundreds of tents and other temporary habitats. The noise and smell of the encampment had expanded with its size. Eager to flee from the encroaching Krell exodus, many families came to the Outer Colonies searching for asylum. There was very little assistance waiting for them, though. Resources were stretched. The military was already overworked, and aid agencies had long abandoned the worst choke points. Many refugees never left. There were stories of groups having camped in the shadow of the spaceport for months. Stranded, left behind. Forgotten. Such were easy recruits to the cause. Already, a network of Spiral agents had infiltrated the camp, and support was growing by the day. As Riggs watched, another civilian starship crossed the sun and landed on one of the pads. Riggs made a mental note of that. It was the thirteenth ship today. He had seen several hundred since his emplacement. Like many, this one was Russian. Probably another of the survival fleets from Kronstadt, from the Mu-98 system.

“Credit for the poor?” came a broken, parched voice. “Please, sir.”

The figure to which the voice belonged was just as broken. A beggar. Black rags, typical of the underclass of Shangri VI, swathed the woman’s body. Beneath, she wore a battered survival suit, and her head poked out of the tattered collar. She had a weathered mask of a face, streaked by complicated tattoos that were sun- and age-bleached. She sat with her back hunched, hands outstretched to all that passed by. Many such beggars crowded the bars that surrounded the spaceport.

“Credit, sir?” she asked again, calling out to Riggs. Her eyes were bright jade, her dirty silver hair plaited down her back.

Riggs sneered. “Get out of here,” he mouthed.

The woman broke eye contact. She turned to easier pickings, as a group of refugees stumbled by. They looked dazed and shocked – were doubtless new arrivals. Riggs had seen that response before. It was a common reaction to the sort of horror that was enveloping this sector of the galaxy.

A shadow passed in front of the table, and Riggs looked up.

“Aren’t you worried that someone will recognise you?” the newcomer asked.

The man was taller than Riggs by a good degree, with a muscular bulk that verged on threatening. Without invitation, he pulled up a chair and sat opposite Riggs. He wore the full uniform of an Alliance Navy officer, a captain’s rank badge on his shoulder and a service cap tucked under his arm. He ran a hand over his bald head, wiped sweat from his pate.

“Not particularly,” answered Riggs. “No one cares, here. It’s been months since anyone saw the local governor. They say that he’s fled. Anyone who’s anyone has already left for the Core Systems. Law enforcement is gone, the Army’s going.”

“True enough,” said the officer. He waved over at the serving droid – a humanoid robot with a sleek metal shell made to mimic female anatomy. “Kronstadt vodka, on the rocks.”

The droid nodded and trotted back into the bar.

“You’re late,” Riggs muttered.

“We don’t work on your timetable, Disciple Riggs.”

The man’s body didn’t quite fit the uniform, and it showed – under the microscope, the disguise likely wouldn’t pass. There was, Riggs noticed, a bloodstain on the man’s sleeve. That was a reminder that the uniform hadn’t been given willingly, but had been taken by force. The man saw where Riggs was looking, and grinned. The expression made the skin of his cheeks crease unpleasantly.

“What should I call you?” Riggs asked.

“You can call me Captain Mikhailov,” he said. He wore photo-reactive lenses over his eyes, and they reflected Riggs’ image back at him. “It’s not my name, but it will do.”

“I’ve been waiting here for twenty days,” said Riggs. “What’s wrong with you people?”

The waitress delivered Mikhailov’s drink. He took it, knocked it back in one gulp.

“Since Kronstadt, military fill the space lanes,” he said. “Organising a ship took longer than expected.”

“But you have one now, I take it?”

“Of course. Why would I be here if not?”

“I have no idea.”

“Have you arranged the payment?”

“Of course,” mimicked Riggs.

He slid a universal credit chip across the table. Mikhailov glanced at it, then placed it under his glass. The chip contained a significant sum of money, and it had been burning a hole in Riggs’ pocket since he had been tasked with the mission.

“Exactly as we agreed,” Riggs said.

“Then we seal our bargain,” said Mikhailov.

“It had better be a good ship, given what we’re paying you.”

“It is. Fast Q-drive, well armed.”

“Fine.”

“Why can’t you use the Warlord’s ship?”

“Warlord is . . .” Riggs paused, shook his head. “Otherwise engaged. Things are about to get interesting. Real interesting.”

Mikhailov grinned again. “Interesting, I like.”

There was a small tri-D viewer in the corner of the bar. The intense sunlight washed out the image it projected, but Riggs squinted to see the feed.

“. . . this is despite the unparalleled number of refugees throughout the Eastern Sector,” said the newscaster. “Alliance Command reports huge inroads at this point and suggests a potentially decisive response to the threat. Secretary Lopez has promised a press release, to explain his long-term plan for the region . . .”

The image showed ships advancing through a star system. Riggs recognised neither the ships, nor the sector. He’d heard rumours of the Navy repurposing fleets, but such talk was cheap. There was probably no truth in it. The news clip was as likely a stock image from the first Krell War, as evidence of a new deployment.

“This is your people, yes?” Mikhailov muttered.

“They’re not my people any more.”

“They say that Jenkins’ Jackals made it out of Kronstadt,” Mikhailov said. His accent was thick and Slavic, and every word that came out of his mouth had the edge of intimidation to it.

Riggs knew that the man was trying to aggravate him, and he wished that it wasn’t working. “There’s no proof of that.”

“They escaped at Darkwater too, as I hear it.”

“That wasn’t my fault.”

“But Warlord blames you, yes?”

“It isn’t like that,” Riggs said, although he knew that in truth it was exactly like that. One hand dropped to his data-ports, and he felt the urge to get into the tanks once again. He’d make this good. He’d solve this.

“Now Alliance say they can turn war. Is this right?”

“It’s propaganda,” Riggs declared. “Pure propaganda. They’re losing, and they know it.”

“Hmmm,” said Mikhailov. “There are a lot of ships in this sector. Many come here.”

“That doesn’t mean anything.”

“This is different. They are definitely planning something.”

“They plan, we plan,” Riggs said, with a feigned air of nonchalance. “That’s the way it works. But are we going to sit around here all day, or get on with this? Time’s wasting.”

“Very well. Major wishes to see you.”

Riggs exhaled through his nose. “Good. That’s good.”

He stood from the table. Rearranged his atmo hood, so that it covered almost all his face. Despite Riggs’ bold talk of the Spiral’s control over Shangri VI, he would rather avoid capture if at all possible. Mikhailov smoothed down his uniform but otherwise didn’t move.

“You want to watch that neckline,” Riggs rebuked. “Your gang markings are showing.”

Mikhailov nodded and pulled at the collar of his uniform. The tip of a tattoo was visible there. Crude, not a powered marking like many proper soldiers had. Words in Cyrillic script. Riggs had seen those markings before and knew exactly what they meant. SONS OF BALASH: that was what the text translated as. Leon Novak – a member of Riggs’ former squad – had once been a Son of Balash. Membership of the organisation was prohibited throughout the Alliance, and their leader had become infamous in certain circles. Riggs was eager to meet her.

“So where is she?” Riggs asked, confused by the fact that Mikhailov still sat at the table.

“She’s here,” Mikhailov said.

The whir of an old exo-suit’s motor touched the air, and Riggs felt the hairs on the back of his neck stand on end. Something animated from the corner of his vision.

“Disciple,” came a grating old voice.

The beggar from the street corner shuffled up to the table. Except that she wasn’t the beggar any more. Now she stood straighter, taller. Something altogether darker replaced the lost expression on her face. The transformation was remarkable. Frightening, even.

Mikhailov’s smile broadened. He appeared to be enjoying Riggs’ reaction.

“I introduce the Major Mish Vasnev to you, Disciple Riggs,” he said.

The old woman looked Riggs up and down. Her gaze was almost wilting in effect.

“You are younger than I expected,” she said. “This is surprising.”

Riggs swallowed. “Warlord wants to know that you can do this,” he started, finding his voice. “He wants to know that he isn’t throwing this money away.”

“Since when do Spiral care for money?” the woman said.

“Why didn’t you tell me you were already here?” Riggs countered. “I’ve been waiting for the last twenty days. I’ve seen you every day!”

Vasnev’s face barely moved. “We make checks. My Sons, they do not work with just anybody.”

“You . . . you could’ve been captured,” Riggs said.

“Hiding in plain sight,” said the old woman. “This is sometimes best way to be.”

Riggs wanted to be angry, wanted to argue, but there was something completely disarming about the woman’s aura. He was almost speechless in her presence. A tight knot formed in his stomach. This was what doubt felt like. But he knew that there was no going back now. The deal had been done, and whether Riggs wanted to work with these people or not, the Spiral’s plan needed them. This was one pact, with one organisation. Across the Alliance, other such agreements were being made, by other Spiral agents.

It’s all for a purpose, Riggs thought. All for the greater goal. He felt the swell of determination in his chest, and it finally swallowed his doubt. This was the only way. He was going to show Warlord what he was capable of. He was going to show them all.

“The starship is not far,” Vasnev said. She placed a battered old forage cap on her head, the Russian military badge on the front polished to a sheen. “We go now.”

“Come,” said Mikhailov.

Major Mish Vasnev, head of the Sons of Balash, turned into the street. Mikhailov and Riggs followed in her wake. The trio disappeared into the crowd.



CHAPTER ONE


RAID ON VEKTAH MINOR


Space was bright with plasma fire.


“Is it too much to ask that you just get us down there in one piece?” I argued as the dropship made another sudden jink. Safety-harnesses held the occupants of the troop cabin in place, but we were still liberally thrown around. There was a harsh clatter as armour struck armour.


“Christo!” said the dropship’s pilot. “You Sim Ops are all the same. This isn’t as easy as it looks.”


“Who cares?” growled Novak. “Are plenty more bodies where these came from.”


Lopez shrugged, lifting a perfectly arched eyebrow behind the face-plate of her tactical-helmet. “Can’t make an omelette without breaking eggs, right?”


We were somewhere in the Drift, on the outer edge of the Maelstrom, and approaching the planet Vektah Minor. An ancient Krell dynasty that Science Division had labelled the Red Claw Collective once occupied this sector. The Red Claw was one of many Collectives that had fallen to the Harbinger virus, and that was the very reason space was currently on fire.


I was in a new state-of-the-art simulant, armoured in a Class X Pathfinder combat-suit, and armed with an M125 plasma battle-rifle. Printed across my torso was my callsign CALIFORNIA, along with other miscellaneous battle-honours. Most importantly, a stylised dog-head was stencilled on my shoulder-guard.


“The orbital defences have woken up,” said the copilot. “We can expect the drop to get hotter from here on down.”


“Hot, I can take,” said Feng, chewing the words around his mouth. “Scalding? Not so much.”


I scanned the battle-net, both visually through the images projected onto my HUD, and mentally via my combat-suit’s neural-link. The net was constantly refreshed with data from our dropship and the other nineteen ships that were also involved in the mission. Among the squads on those transports were such stalwarts of the Sim Ops Programme as Tsung’s Finest, Walker’s Dead, the Gallow Dancers, and even Phoenix Squad.


Our current mothership was the UAS Providence. The strikeship was the base of operations for this mission, and where our real bodies currently lay in state: immersed in simulator-tanks, remotely operating the simulants via neural-link. The entire strike-force – all twenty dropships, and all forty squads – was composed of simulants. Another stolen glance at the surrounding battle space made it pretty clear that simulants were a necessity for an operation like this. We were being hit, and hard.


Lopez was reviewing the same data, and she sucked her teeth. “Got to be said: when the Alliance goes to war, it puts on a damn good show.”


“When Sim Ops goes to war,” Feng corrected. “It’s us doing the dying, Lopez.”


“I hear that,” Novak growled, rousing from his seat.


Our Cougar’s cabin was tightly packed with two squads of troopers. Each wore a tactical-helmet, like mine, with the visor semi-polarised so that the wearer inside was only just visible.


These were my dogs: Jenkins’ Jackals. My HUD showed the biological signs for each trooper, confirming that they were at optimum combat-performance. A carefully balanced cocktail of combat-drugs kept them that way.


“Is going to be fine, people,” Novak drawled in his laconic Slavic accent. “Is all under control.”


Private Leon Novak – callsign CONVICT – was strapped into the seat opposite me. His face was blunt and hard. In his real skin, Novak was covered in tattoos and scars. The tattoos were the reward for decades as an enforcer for the Old Earth bratva, while the scars were the prize for his time under my command.


Novak stroked the hilt of a sheathed knife, taped to his thigh. He carried a bewildering selection of weapons across his armour. His Pathfinder suit was covered in Cyrillic script and crude pictograms; imitations of the markings on his real skin, back on the strikeship. Novak’s dark eyes widened and twitched as he tracked the Cougar’s external cams. He was almost entranced by the flashes of light and explosions that populated the interior of his HUD


“Is beautiful, yes?” he said.


“Only you could describe something like this as ‘beautiful’, Novak,” replied Lopez.


PFC Gabriella Lopez – callsign SENATOR, after her father – sat beside Novak. She too was watching the conflict, but her reaction was very different. Lopez was the daughter of Secretary of Defence Rodrigo Lopez. Some said that Lopez Senior was the greatest man in politics, while others said that he was the most dangerous. Whatever the truth, he was a serious future contender for the position of Alliance Secretary General. My Lopez was smart, sharp and pretty: another dangerous combination. Her dark, curly hair was pulled back from her angular face; a pale moon behind the visor. Like Novak, she looked very different in her real body. She was the product of an opulent upbringing, and had enjoyed the benefit of the best skin-sculptors in human space.


There’d been a time when Lopez had struggled with military leadership, and I’d questioned whether she was taking it seriously. But now I knew who she really was. She caught my eye, through her face-plate, and gave a slight nod. That communicated everything I needed to hear from her. I’m ready for this, the look told me. I’m hungry for this. Lopez had a Widowmaker sidearm holstered on her thigh, and she kept one hand there, the other on the strap of her seat, prepared to disengage when the moment came.


The Cougar shuddered again. In no sort of formation, the dropships made hard thrust towards the objective, moving at maximum velocity. They were streaks of light against the blackness of space; engines firing on all cylinders. Each laid down a blistering wall of weapons-fire as the battlegroup advanced, filling near-space with missiles and defensive flak-gun fire.


“Hey, what warheads are you carrying?”


The question was directed at the Cougar’s crew, but it pulled me back into the cabin. It came from PFC Chu Feng – callsign CHINO, former Directorate clone-trooper, latterly turned Alliance simulant operator. Of all the Jackals, Feng’s simulants looked most similar to his real skin. He was muscular and broad, which made his boyish-looking face almost out of place. Feng had been custom-grown in an Asiatic Directorate military creche, and his features were a handsome South Asian mix.


“Banshee-type 3As,” said the pilot. “For the air-to-air, at least.”


“What about for ground targets?” asked Feng, leaning forward in his seat.


The co-pilot clucked his tongue. “This guy knows his stuff, right? We’ve got Delta 3s, cluster munition. That satisfy you?”


“Interested to see how they work out, is all,” said Feng.


There were two flyboys in the pit. I’d never flown with them before, but they were both veterans, and operating next-generation simulants.


“Ah, ma’am,” asked another voice. “Permission to speak freely?”


I swivelled my head and searched for the speaker. The name REED, PIERRE and the rank CORPORAL flashed up on my HUD, by way of identification. Reed was from the other squad being dropped in our Cougar: Reed’s Rippers. Unfortunately, the squad name appeared to be ironic, because the Rippers were about as green as they came. They were fresh meat for the grinder, wearing recon-suits that denoted their junior role on the operation.


Corporal Reed looked very young; his ruddy complexion visible through his face-plate. The simulant tech is weird like that. The cloning process was supposed to capture the operator in his or her prime, and to breed a sim that represented the best that a user could be, but so many operators coming up through the ranks were barely in their prime. Reed was such an example; his simulant’s nose was freckled, and he looked too young to be playing soldiers.


“Go on, kid,” I offered.


“Is it true? What they say about the Jackals, I mean?”


Now that was a question. People said a lot of things about the Jackals. Some good, others not so much.


The kid could’ve been referring to our achievements in the war to date. The Jackals had rescued the Pariah from North Star Station. We’d been on Kronstadt in the hours before it fell. We’d secured vital intelligence on a third alien species, the so-called Aeon.


On the other hand, the Jackals had gone rogue. We’d disobeyed standing orders by not returning to Unity Base after our mission into the Gyre. My Jackals had even worked against the Alliance on Darkwater Farm, under the auspices of former Lieutenant-Colonel Harris, the legend also known as Lazarus.


And that wasn’t even the worst of it. Reed eyed up Feng, sidelong, reminding me that there was still hostility towards the trooper. Through no fault of his own, Feng’s loyalty to the Alliance had faltered during the closing stages of the Kronstadt operation. He had been “activated” as an enemy agent by his creator, Surgeon-Major Tang. Science Division had removed the control module from Feng’s skull, and given him a clean bill of health, but that wasn’t exactly reassuring. They’d done just the same prior to his activation: no one had even realised that Feng was carrying around Directorate tech in his skull until it was too late.


It was Lopez who spoke in Feng’s defence. She narrowed her eyes.


“What exactly have you heard, trooper?” she asked, pointedly.


Reed looked nervous, as though he was worried he’d insulted us.


“That y’all have done this before,” he said. “That you’ve seen infected Krell, up close.”


I was relieved that we weren’t going to have a situation here.


Lopez nodded and answered for the squad. “It’s true. No big deal. They die just like anything else.”


“Is this your first transition, Corporal?” I asked.


Reed’s squad nodded in unity.


“First combat transition, ma’am,” Reed said. “We’re damn glad to be going in with the Jackals.”


Novak made another grunting sound, which he probably intended to be a laugh. Lopez provided some encouragement.


“Everyone has to start somewhere,” she said. “We’ve all been through it.”


There was a chime over the joint battle-net.


“Stow it, troopers,” I said. “Incoming comm.” I thought-activated my suit’s communications-system and accepted the transmission. “This is California. We read you, Command.”


“This is Providence SOC,” came the response. “You’re looking good, Jackals. Your feeds are clear.”


I recognised the voice. Zero – Sergeant Zoe Campbell – was the squad’s intelligence handler. She was currently aboard the UAS Providence, in orbit around Vektah Minor, manning the Simulant Operations Centre. From there, she watched the op via our combat-suit video-feeds, and monitored intelligence provided by other Alliance assets in the theatre. Zero was the squad’s lynchpin and a great intel officer.


“Looks hot and heavy down there,” Zero said. I could sense the smile in her voice, and imagine her poised over the vid-terminals, hungrily drinking in every aspect of the mission.


“Just how the LT likes it,” Feng added.


“Just how you like it, if the rumours are to be believed,” Lopez countered. “Or that’s what Zero says after a few drinks, anyhow.”


Feng blushed and fell silent. He and Zero were having some sort of relationship – the details of which weren’t really known to me, and to be honest, I didn’t really want to know. Zero and I went way back, and we were friends more than anything else, but she was a big girl now and she had to make her own mistakes . . .


Zero was a little too professional to take Lopez’s bait, and she ignored the comment.


“Standby for mission update,” she said. “Captain Heinrich wants to give a further briefing.”


“Captain wants to give us briefing now?” Novak probed. “We have fiery ass!”


Lopez sighed. “You mean we have fire on our ass, right?”


“Is what I said,” Novak muttered.


“We’re ready to receive, Zero,” I said.


Putting it as neutrally as I could, Captain Heinrich was a piece of work. His face appeared as a transparent blue holo, right in front of mine, and he scowled critically. Even though he was addressing the entire strike-force, I couldn’t help but feel that the expression was directed at me. Heinrich and I had never got along, and the Jackals’ most recent foray into the Maelstrom hadn’t changed that. Although I’d travelled light-years to escape Heinrich’s command, history had a funny way of repeating itself, and Jenkins’ Jackals had fallen back under his leadership.


Heinrich had a youthful appearance; more boy than officer, and the moustache that graced his upper lip was blond and thin, somehow making him look younger still, although it was obvious that the opposite had been his intention. He wore formal Alliance Army uniform, which bristled with accolades and badges, and his bright blue eyes peered out from beneath an officer’s cap. Although he seemed to know an awful lot about it, Heinrich had never actually been in combat. He was the epitome of a desk jockey; a real REMF. Heinrich held a senior post in the Simulant Operations Programme, but he wasn’t actually operational: he wasn’t even capable of operating a sim.


He solemnly pursed his lips, and I had no doubt that he was assessing the data-feeds, tracking the progress of every dropship individually. “Micro-management” was Heinrich’s middle name.


“Listen up, troopers,” he said. “This is Captain Heinrich, aboard the Providence.” He paused dramatically. “You all have your orders, but you can expect the LZ to be hot. The Krell down there are infected, and this place is crawling with the Harbinger virus.”


“Tell us something we do not already know,” Novak muttered.


Heinrich neither heard nor responded to him. I’d muted Novak’s line so that he couldn’t communicate with Command.


“There can be no deviation from your orders. Follow them to the letter. In the case of extraction, we have further dropships ready for launch. You’ll be sent back into the fray until we can secure the objective. In T minus two minutes, the spearhead will breach Vektah’s orbital defences. That’s when things are really going to get dangerous.”


Across the cabin, Reed’s squad collectively grimaced. The Jackals remained cool. We’d all heard this sort of spiel from Heinrich before. He had a way with words, to say the least.


“The Science Division ships are to be protected at all costs,” Heinrich said.


On the external cams, those ships towards the centre of our flight group were highlighted. They were heavier, bulkier craft; up-armoured, much bigger than the Cougars. They reminded me of civilian cargo haulers, except these ships were equipped with null-shields and carried automatic cannons on their noses. Their grey camouflaged hulls were plastered with the Science Division badge.


“Exfiltration of the target requires that the Science Division transports get down to the surface. Once the spearhead makes planetfall, I want a foothold established. The primary objective is to secure a specimen.


“For those squads with special orders, you know what to do,” Heinrich said. That was obviously directed at the Jackals. We had the most special order of all. “Support assets are inbound.”


There was only one asset that mattered. Despite myself, I thought-activated my scanner and watched its progress. Even without checking the battle-net, I knew that the asset was still alive.


“No slip-ups,” Heinrich said. “I want this done by the book. Do me proud. For the Alliance.”


His words were echoed over the channel, both from our ship and across the whole strike-force.


“One final reminder,” Heinrich said. “You all know the protocol. Last man standing initiates the hammer fall. Captain Heinrich out.”


The briefing ended, and the channel closed.


“Sorry about that,” Zero said. “Captain Heinrich insisted. But like I said, your feeds are looking good.”


Another chime on the comm, this time accompanied by a shuddering of the Cougar’s chassis that suggested a particularly violent manoeuvre.


“You might want to quit your blabbing, trooper,” said the pilot. “We’ve just made atmospheric entry. You’re about to start earning your pay.”


“I hear you,” I said. Back to Zero: “Jackals out.”


“Solid copy. Kill some fishes for me.”


A range-finder that signalled the expected distance to the LZ appeared in the corner of my HUD.


“Eyes on the prize,” I said. “We’re coming up on the target. Here we go.”


We were landing during what passed for morning on Vektah Minor. It was a planet swathed in jungle and primordial forests. Thick clouds cloyed the atmosphere, while the foliage beneath was cloaked by dense, choking marsh gas.


“Two klicks out from Nest Station Gamma,” the co-pilot confirmed.


Nest Station Gamma: our objective. The largest Krell settlement on Vektah Minor.


“Christo and Gaia . . .” the pilot said. “You might want to get a look at this place before you get dirtside.”


According to intel, the planet beneath us had once been a thriving Krell nest-world. The Krell liked things hot, wet, humid as all hell, and green. Very green, usually. But if that was how Vektah Minor had once appeared, it was now anything but. The Harbinger virus had come to Vektah and claimed its dues.


The Cougar screamed low over a brackish, dead swamp, and advanced on a forest. Or rather, the remains of one. The trees of the alien jungle had been replaced with black, crystalline forgeries, twisted effigies of what they had once been. Petrified like burnt wood. Further mountainous black structures tipped the skyline.


“What in the Core is that?” asked Reed.


His voice trailed off. The Cougar cut through the mists, gliding lower now, and the landscape changed again. Something rose out of the desiccated forest. Coralline and almost waspish; an ant-mound of epic proportions. The construction was honeycombed and studded with further living structures.


“That’s our target,” I said.


“It’s infected, right?” Reed asked.


It was hard to argue with that. Most of the nest had turned black, and parts of the coral had died. Fluid wept from the open orifices, like blood from a wound, and veins of silver criss-crossed the nest’s outer surface.


Lopez looked over at Reed. “All Krell tech is prone to infection from the Harbinger virus. This is what happens on every infected planet.”


“Firing countermeasures!” yelled the pilot, as the Cougar jinked sharply. “The locals are waking up.”


“Looks like several weapons emplacements,” Feng concluded.


Lopez nodded. “And more in the direction we’re heading.”


Bio-plasma boiled up from the jungle, tracing a bright blue arc across the sky.


The dropship banked starboard. The pilot had needle-sharp reactions, but despite his simulated senses, he wasn’t fast enough. I heard the patter of small arms fire against the hull, saw the flash of the null-shield activating as it repelled energy-based weapons. The Cougar spat out flares and decoy drones, and fire chased us lower still.


“This is Angel One, this is Angel One,” said the pilot. “We are encountering heavy resistance. All Cougars, be aware.”


The Cougar launched missiles into the jungle. Krell bodies scattered, and the landscape was soon on fire. Other Cougars were dropping in behind us, clustered around the Sci-Div transports. They got the same welcome. In some cases, even worse.


“Angel Three is hit!” came a squawk. “Angel Three going down!”


“Angel Four, taking heavy fire. Repeat, heavy fire.”


“Angel Seven has taken an impact. We’ve lost yaw control, and—”


The voices bubbled from the Cougar’s console. On my HUD, lights winked out: turning from green, which meant operational, to red, which meant extracted. A list of casualties began to scroll there, too. But even as I watched, some names were deleted from the list, and icons flashed green again. As each trooper died, they were being sent back into combat in a new body.


Our dropship’s deck lurched as it fired volley after volley into the landscape. The gunfire against the hull intensified.


DISTANCE TO LZ: FIVE HUNDRED METRES . . .


“Kicking in the retro-thrusters,” the co-pilot said.


“Do it,” said the pilot. “We’re dropping our cargo.”


The Cougar’s engine pitch changed. The dropship decelerated, and its VTOL engines activated. Those would allow the ship to hover for a limited period.


“Jackals, ready!” I yelled. “Get moving!”


The safety-harnesses retracted. Troopers grabbed weapons. We all carried plasma rifles, but other weapons – ranging from Widowmaker pistols to a variety of grenades – were strapped across armoured thighs and chests. It’s fair to say that you can never have enough methods of killing the enemy on a simulant operation. For this mission, each of us also carried more esoteric, non-lethal equipment. Novak had a huge metal tube strapped to his pack, while the rest of us were equipped with shock-batons.


“Deploying rear ramp in three . . .”


“You ready, kid?” I asked Reed.


He nodded. “I think so.”


“Two . . .”


“Stick with us,” said Lopez, giving the kid an encouraging smile, “and you’ll do fine.”


I was excited. Damned excited. I’m ashamed to say that war has that effect on me.


“One!” the pilot completed.


“EVAMPS ready!” I commanded.


Each of us carried an EVAMP – an “extra-vehicular mobility pack”. The EVAMP was a thruster unit that allowed for flight in zero-G, or limited “bounces” planetside.


The rear ramp yawned open, and hell waited for us below.


A volley of living ammunition peppered the inside of the Cougar. Flesh-ripper flechettes sparkled blue as they trailed bio-energy, and the Jackals hunkered down, their null-shields activating. Reed and his squad were torn apart by enemy fire. The Rippers’ reactions were a second – a fraction of a second, maybe – too slow. Where the Krell were concerned, that was more than enough. The shredded bodies of all five troopers collapsed in the mouth of the cabin, tumbled down the ramp. Life-signs extinct.


“Reed’s down!” Lopez yelled.


A primary-form – a member of the Krell warrior-worker caste – erupted from the jungle, and tore through the bodies.


“Yeah, Rippers is about right . . .” Feng said, without any hint of irony.


“Just make sure that we don’t end up like them,” I ordered. “Repressing fire.”


“Who wants to live for ever, yes?” Novak roared, the words a battle-cry as he launched out of the dropship, his EVAMP flaring.


All I could hear was Novak’s uproarious laughter, as though it was the funniest damn thing he had ever experienced.




CHAPTER TWO


NEST STATION GAMMA


We emerged from the dropship into a nightmare made real.


Enormous trees covered the area, but they were twisted, warped, blackened things that barely resembled their terrestrial counterpart. Beneath the canopy of black-green foliage, there was another world; hidden from the spy-eyes and orbital surveillance of the Alliance fleet. The terrain was swampy, dense, with more of the vaporous mist clinging to the ground. Without the benefit of a tactical-helmet, visibility would’ve been shot to shit. Mobility was similarly hampered. We were knee-deep in brackish water, if this really was water, and not some alien equivalent. Beneath my boots the ground was soft and squishy. I couldn’t shake the feeling that the thick vines and roots lacing the forest floor were actually moving . . .


“Go, go!” the Cougar’s pilot yelled, over the comms. “Covering fire, keep your heads down!”


“Copy that,” I shouted back. “On the bounce, Jackals.”


The Cougar hovered behind us. Its chin-gun – a forty-millimetre automatic cannon – swept the jungle. Krell bodies disintegrated under the weight of fire. The Jackals advanced through the swamp, moving in tandem, using bio-scanners and sensor-suites to pinpoint targets. Shapes loomed out of the mist. I fired from the hip as I moved.


The Cougar’s engines roared. Backwash from the VTOL unit flattened a ring of trees around our position.


“We’re taking fire!” the co-pilot said.


He was right: the Cougar was attracting a lot of fire. The dropship’s null-shields flared as it ablated heavier Krell weaponry. The Cougar was a big, slow target this close to the ground.


“Missiles out,” the pilot said.


Missiles snaked across the landscape. The Jackals hustled and hunkered down as the warheads impacted. Clods of earth, tree, Krell and bone showered our location. Our null-shields took the worst of it, although some debris bounced off my armour.


“Push on towards the objective,” I ordered.


“The bio-scanner is going wild,” said Feng. “Multiple targets.”


Krell spilt out of the nest. Using all six limbs, the aliens made rapid progress through and across the structure, or took up vantage points from which to snipe down at us. The Cougar made short work of them. Rounds pummelled the structure, and splinters of black coral rained down on us.


“Angel Twelve is going down!” someone declared over the joint comms.


Further down the line, barely visible, a fireball erupted in the sky. The wreckage spun for a second, then crashed somewhere in the jungle.


TSUNG’S FINEST EXTRACTED, my HUD said.


“Too bad,” I declared. “Zero, do you copy?”


“Affirmative, ma’am,” said Zero. “The Sci-Div shuttles are about to go dirtside.”


“We see them,” I said. I was shooting as I spoke, aware that I couldn’t lose concentration for even a second.


A pair of Cougar dropships provided close protection to the Sci-Div transports. Those were converted Wildcat shuttles; slower than Cougars, but with a heavier lift capacity. Two of the three shuttles were hit by heavy bio-fire, and went down before they reached the landing zone. The third touched down in a clearing at the foot of the nest. The shuttle’s rear ramp immediately deployed, and more simulant squads piled out. Rather than proper Army, these were Sci-Div security officers. They were armed with TT-5 trench sweeper plasma carbines – higher-powered weaponry, but with a shorter range. Immediately, weapons-fire flashed through the milky twilight.


“Fuckers are doing it,” Lopez declared.


The Sci-Div away team was met by a hail of bio-fire, but this was a numbers game. Enough of the security force survived the landing, and the initial onslaught, to establish a perimeter. The troopers planted metal rods in the ground, and as each went in, it began to crackle with blue energy. The rods connected to make a domed null-shield that extended over the camp, holding off enemy fire.


BEACHHEAD SECURE, my HUD updated.


“Assisting fire inbound,” Zero suggested.


A piercing whine split the air. Almost immediately, a half-dozen Tac-3 strike fighters appeared on the horizon – their swept-back wings instantly recognisable, engines blazing bright blue through the dense mist.


“Danger close!” I declared.


The fighters took a low pass over our location, strafing the upper levels of Nest Base Gamma with their automatic cannons. The infected Krell leapt from their vantage points, tumbling around us. Some were caught by Cougars, as more dropships made planetfall, while others were picked off by simulant squads.


The tac fighters passed by, their strafing run complete. They were closely followed by a wing of Needler bio-fighters. Their hulls were sleek and seamless, and their prows bone-sharp: the Krell counterpart of Alliance technology. The Needlers chased off the tac fighters, plasma guns strobing.


“Sweet, sweet Christo!” Feng exclaimed, although he sounded more excited than frightened. “Now we really are in the shit!”


Lopez howled. “Take that, you infected fucks!”


ADVANCE, my HUD commanded. ADVANCE.


“That’s our cue to hustle, troopers,” I said.


Half my mind still focused on shooting, I identified an opening in the side of the nest. The portal yawned darkly; like the mouth of an organic cave, a possible refuge from the fighting. With a thought-command, I logged it on my battle-grid.


“Go, go,” I said. “In there.”


The world still burning around us, the Jackals stormed inside. The open orifice was the biological equivalent of a hatch, and it clamped shut behind us. The interior of the nest was shadowy and dank. My tactical-helmet immediately adapted, and the multi-sense package kicked in: painting the entry tunnel in lurid green light.


“Deploy drones,” I said.


Each of the Jackals carried a half-dozen surveillance drones, nestled into our life-support packs. The drones disengaged and activated anti-gravity motors. Their purpose was to map the inside of the nest, to give us intel on the safest and quickest route into the bowels of the facility. As one, they disappeared into the shafts that branched off the main tunnel, their drives whirring softly as they went.


A sick wail filled the air, loud enough that it was audible over the chatter of weapons-fire from outside. Feng cocked his head, listening, and Lopez shivered. It felt as though the very nest base was crying out in pain: the noise coming from the walls, from the swamp-wet deck.


But before we could question the noise, Novak was up and firing his plasma rifle.


“We have the company!” he declared.


Dark shapes disengaged from the ribbed walls and dropped from the deckheads.


The Krell were on us.


There was a smooth action to the process, a sort of rhythm to our attack. It felt a lot like a training simulation.


Aim.


Fire.


Repeat.


Aim.


Fire.


Repeat.


Through the haphazard arrangement of tunnels and chambers we went, literally pushing against the tide of Krell. Wave after wave crashed against us.


The walls, floors and deckhead were covered in sinewy, muscle-like flesh. Everything in here was alive, and it was hard not to think of biological analogies everywhere I looked. Tunnels – veins – spread out into the distance. Smaller shafts – capillaries – branched off from them. We passed chambers filled with control consoles – organs – that churned and screamed. The structure hummed and throbbed and pulsed.


“Fire in the hold,” Feng said, as he pumped a grenade into a chamber. Krell grafted to living machinery disappeared in a wave of fire.


Military Intelligence and Science Division had estimated that there were likely to be several thousand Krell war-forms stationed at Nest Base Gamma. The planet itself, and therefore the nest, was irrevocably contaminated with the Harbinger virus. It had probably been infected in the earlier stages of the epidemic, perhaps one of the first outbreaks. That explained the black coral, and the tranches of infected jungle. It was Science Division’s theory that such a critically colonised outpost would eventually enter terminal decline. Mili-Intel was therefore reasonably confident that Nest Base Gamma would be a weak target.


You see the problem there?


Phrases like “reasonably sure”: they work on paper. They aren’t so reassuring when you’re looking down the business end of a Krell spiker. The Simulant Operations Programme was no stranger to audacity where mission execution was concerned – after all, when you go to war in a body that isn’t coming back, you can afford to take risks – but this was something else. There’s a thin line between courage and recklessness. Looking at the mission statistics, it seemed High Command had very firmly crossed it . . .


“Watch that corner!” I yelled.


Feng blasted apart a Krell thrall – original designation completely unknowable, from the twisted husk of a thing that remained after Harbinger had taken root – and two more took its place.


“Fucking fishes!” Novak lambasted, taking them out with a frenzied blast from his plasma rifle. He turned to Feng. “Thank me later, Chino.”


Feng nodded, tossed a grenade back the way that we had come. The Krell were attempting to cut off our escape route, and more bio-signs coalesced behind us. The entire base bristled, its corrupted soul screaming at our intrusion.


My HUD continued to fill with data. The drones were now well inside the nest. They were flagging hostiles, painting possible targets for us, and the Jackals responded to that data.


“Push on,” I ordered.


Sure, if it got too hot we could extract and just come back, but I didn’t much savour the prospect of fighting our way back into the nest. The other simulant squads were getting the same welcome. My battle-net was a clusterfuck of distress signals, of bio-signs, of extraction and transition markers. The sound of conflict – from the pitched scream of exotic Krell bio-weaponry, through to the bass pulse of plasma weaponry firing – filled the tunnel. The structure shuddered with impacts, and I had no doubt that air support was still doing its thing, pouring fire on the defending forces.


We cleared enough hostiles to reach the next junction.


“Jesus, this place stinks,” Lopez said, gasping for breath.


Nausea threatened to engulf me. It receded after a second or so, as my Pathfinder suit dumped a shitload of combat-drugs into my bloodstream. Got to love those sweet, sweet drugs. I checked the rest of my team’s vitals. They, too, were feeling it, and I thought-commanded another dose of combat-drugs direct for each of them as well.


“Keep your atmo-filters running,” Feng suggested.


“I am!”


“You get used to smell, yes?” Novak suggested, as he slammed the butt of his rifle into the face of another deformed thrall. “Is like Pariah’s scent.”


“P’s smell is different,” argued Lopez. “These infected bastards . . . I’ll never get used to that.”


The nest was foetid, rotten. The facility’s living components were choked with floral blooms and infection-nodes. I switched on my shoulder-lamps – throwing bright beams of light across the tunnel walls – and saw motes of diseased matter drifting in the air, like pollen from an infected plant. New growths, composed of black, shiny material, sprouted from the deck, creating weird, asymmetrical shapes. A flash of activity overhead caught my attention. There were shafts along the ceiling, and a shape formed there, lining up with a hook-nosed bio-rifle.


“Check the ceilings!”


“I see it,” Feng said, dropping to a knee and bringing up his rifle.


The Krell raked Feng with barb-rounds; flechettes formed of a compound as hard as any Alliance munition.


“Fuck!” Feng yelped.


His null-shield took the worst of it, but some rounds penetrated the field. An alert appeared on my HUD.


But I had no time to worry about that. A primary-form burst out of another shaft in the wall, and I opened fire. The Krell was a ragged mess of a thing, covered in lesions and sores. And not just the body itself; the alien’s equipment – from its shredded bio-suit to the plethora of living artefacts grafted to its carcass – was equally riddled. I put two shots in the xeno’s head.


Feng staggered, one hand to his chest.


The Krell sensed weakness. As one, they surged towards us. More bio-fire split the air, accompanied by the angry shrieks of the infected horde.


“Fall back to the last junction,” I suggested.


Except, I realised, that wasn’t an option either. Bio-signs were massing behind us. Krell thralls scuttled along the ceilings, clutching the ribbed walls with claw-tipped appendages. Novak turned, pumped another grenade.


“Fuck you all!” he roared, as bone-shards pattered against his armour.


I twisted about-face. A primary-form – big, armour-plated, with claws outstretched – loomed out of nowhere. It lurched towards me. Reflexively, I slammed my plasma rifle into the xeno’s cranium. The force was enough to split the creature’s skull. It spouted ichor.


The Krell were all around us.


“Just . . . wait . . .” I gasped.


A signal appeared on my HUD. Flickering in and out of existence, as though the entity responsible for it could somehow control its own bio-signature.


Something grazed the edge of my consciousness.


Burning bright and leaving a trail of fire, what could’ve been mistaken for a comet dropped from the heavens.


This, however, was no comet. It was a Krell Type 3 bio-pod. Aerodynamic, made for speed, but also armoured, covered in a shell-like carapace that protected its single occupant.


Although I couldn’t see any of this, I could experience it: both as battle-net data through the neural-link of my combat-suit, and as something far more visceral, through my connection with the pod’s user. Of course, “user” was hardly the correct word. The pod’s sole passenger was snugly encased in living tissue, soft-wired into the actual transport.


“We are inbound,” it intoned, over the general comms-net, updating Command.


Pariah – more commonly known to Jenkins’ Jackals as good ol’ P – took a more direct route down to the surface than the rest of the squad. P was the product of an aborted covert operations programme, run out of North Star Station by Science Division. Courtesy of the Black Spiral, P was also one of a kind: the Spiral terrorist organisation had been responsible for taking down North Star, and terminating Pariah’s creator.


Right now, P had an express ticket, straight down the pipe. It had been launched within seconds of our dropship, and penetrated the upper atmosphere at about the same time, but whereas the Alliance Army and Aerospace Force had attracted a lot of enemy attention, P – being a fish and all – had not. P’s pod slid right through the Krell’s defensive line. The xeno had selected a landing sight away from the main combat zone. That had slowed its arrival, although not by much.


P had never been to Nest Base Gamma before, or even Vektah Minor, but that was fine. The Krell’s memory didn’t work like that of a human. As the alien’s clawed feet made contact with the corrupted hull of the nest base, it just knew what to do, where to go. Deep-knowing filled the creature’s mind. Six limbs spread, embracing the diseased carcass of the base. It found an aperture that had the uncomfortable architecture of a sphincter and breached the facility.


We are in, it said.


The words sort of penetrated my head, like unwelcome visitors. We were still too far apart to use conventional communications, and P was several klicks distant of my position, so this . . . connection, or whatever the fuck it was, was the best that we could do.


The alien’s senses were both familiar and foreign to me. It smelt the air, tasting the rot. That atmosphere would be perilous to a native-strain Krell, but not to P. Possibly as a result of its detachment from the Krell Collective, P was immune to Harbinger.


The xeno used all sets of its claws to grab for handholds, quickly scuttling down the corridor. It followed a direction-sense that I couldn’t even begin to understand. It knew, without any equipment at all, where we were located. P could even sense the electrical output of the other assault teams, although their positions were equally distant to ours.


Watch yourself in there, I said, sensing the dark around the alien coming to life. We’re encountering heavy resistance.


We know, P answered me.


Pariah reached the first Krell. It had once been a tertiary-form, and although not as big as Pariah, its muscle mass was still significant, and I doubted whether mano a mano even a simulant in full Pathfinder armour would be capable of bringing the thing down. It bristled with spiked appendages and chitinous hide.


P stood its ground.


Don’t take risks! I yelled.


We do not take risks.


The tertiary-form paused . . .


Then shrank back into shadow. The rest of the Collective did just the same; heads bowed, limbs clutched against dying bodies. Like a pack of dogs, cowed by the alpha.


What the hell just happened?


They are afraid, P said. They know what we are here to do.




CHAPTER THREE


STRANGE FISH


And then the mind-link cut.


I was getting better at understanding the connection, that was for sure. When P had started doing this strange psychic bullshit, I’d found it overwhelming, which is not exactly a good place to be when you’re in the middle of a warzone. Now, it was more manageable. My bio-rhythms barely spiked as the link broke.


“Hold up!” I ordered. For the first time since we’d breached the nest, I could actually catch my breath.


A shadow separated from the rest.


Krell-shaped, but bigger. Different. More alien . . .


Pariah stomped down the corridor. Its enormous body almost filled the tunnel.


“Pariah-form reporting for duty,” came a monotone voice over the comms-net.


P deployed both barb-guns from its forearms. The weapons were biological extensions; bulky, pistol-like armaments that the alien could conceal within its own body when necessary. It raised the weapons, threat crackling around it like an aura.


“What’s happening?” Lopez asked, the shock apparent in her voice.


“I . . . I’m not sure,” I answered.


Feng lifted his rifle to fire on the retreating thralls, but I held up a hand to stop him.


“Cease fire, Feng.”


The Harbinger abandoned their assault. They slithered back into the walls, away from the path of our fire. We’d already taken down a lot of them – steaming piles of corpses were stacked up at each junction we’d passed – but that wasn’t what had disrupted the attack.


That accolade went to P. It was solely down to Pariah, and nothing else.


“These strigoi do not like you so much, fish head,” Novak said.


Strigoi: that was Novak’s word for the Harbinger-infected Krell.


“The infected Kindred do not appreciate our presence,” P said by way of explanation.


The alien had a crude augmentation grafted to its sternum; a battered metal voice-box that acted as an external speaker. In contrast to its physical appearance, P spoke in a flat robotic tone. The words were broadcast straight to our suits, over the general squad channel.


“Good to see you, P,” I said. I kicked at the corpse of a primary-form. “Things were getting a little hairy there.”


“We were delayed,” P said. “There is conflict across this sector.”


“We’re aware.”


The bank of bio-antennae that sprouted from P’s backplate bristled, twisted with a life of their own.


Lopez lowered her weapon. “You okay there, P?”


“This station is frightened of us,” said Pariah.


The alien had grown in stature and musculature since we had first liberated it from North Star Station. A short but dangerous period of confinement in an Asiatic Directorate prison had awakened something inside the alien; something powerful and dark and terrifying. The Collective had every right to be afraid. Although P had physically grown, that was just the half of it. Its mental expansion was where its real threat lay, and that was made all the more impressive because no one in Sci-Div even pretended to know what it was really capable of.


“I’m just damned glad that you’re a Jackal . . .” Lopez said.


“We are,” said P, dipping its head. It pointed to a marking on its bio-suit helmet, where flesh and carapace became one. A crude Jackal-head symbol had been chemically burnt into the plate. “Novak-other assisted.”


“Nice work,” Feng said. “Now you really are one of us.”


The Jackals advanced on P. It felt like we were falling within its protective aura.


“Will you look at that,” Lopez said. She indicated the wall.


Novak grunted. “Is fascinating, Senator.”


Lopez put a hand on her hip. “That’s not even technically accurate any more, Russian. Daddy is Secretary of Defence, not a Senator . . .”


But what Lopez had seen was interesting. Where Pariah walked, the station infection receded. The nest was threaded with a silver tracery; a by-product of the plague that had claimed the Collective. In Pariah’s shadow, the poison seemed to retreat. The alien held out a claw and watched as the stuff in the walls shifted, flowed.


“I didn’t know that you could do that,” I said.


“Neither did we,” said P. “Our powers . . . mature. The objective is this way.”


Deeper and deeper into the tunnels we went. There was no light here, and there was little activity around us. The sounds of conflict – of the wider strike-force’s progress – were distant and muffled.


“Comms are down,” Feng said. “We’re out of range.”


“Quit worrying about Zero, lover boy,” Lopez said.


P was somehow able to understand the layout of the base. The drones hadn’t penetrated this far, as though their limited machine intelligence was aware it was a bad idea. The Jackals, however, weren’t so smart.


“We are approaching the main nesting chambers,” said P. It took point, bounding from surface to surface, using the tunnel’s ribbed walls as handholds. For something so big, it sure could move fast.


“Hold up,” said Feng. “I . . . I think I see something.”


The tunnel opened into a chamber, and the sound of active machinery carried on the air. Not human machinery, but Krell tech. That sound was far more organic; an angry, heartbeat-like pulse that made the atmosphere vibrate. My ears felt like they were on the verge of popping, as though the pressure was about to drop.


The Jackals slowed a little, filing into the chamber. Trepidation crept across my skin, and the squad gasped across the comms. I heard Lopez swallowing, and could taste bile at the back of my own throat.


Capsules grew from columns of gristle that linked the floor and the ceiling. Like grapes on a vine, except that these grapes were huge, throbbing, and filled with bodies. Some pods were illuminated, while others had turned an inky dark. Inside, bodies were suspended in amber fluid, straining at the semi-translucent membranes that held them in place. I involuntarily shivered as I recognised not just Krell in those pods, but other humanoid shapes.


“This is a communion chamber,” intoned P.


“Just when I thought that this place couldn’t get any grosser . . .” Lopez whispered.


“Every day is a school day,” Feng added.


Pariah rolled its head back and forth, with obvious caution, evaluating. There were bio-signs everywhere on my scanner now, but I noticed that most were immobile.


“The things in these pods,” I said, my fingers tightening around the stock of my rifle, “are alive.”


“Correct,” P said. “This chamber allows interface with the Deep.”


“The more I hear about this ‘Deep’,” Feng said, “the less I like it.”


“There is nothing to dislike or like,” P argued. “The Deep is.”


According to P, the Deep was a communication technology that allowed the Collective to transmit thoughts, emotions and directions. It represented the Krell’s intelligence pool, the singular consciousness of an entire species – a concept beyond true human understanding.


One of P’s barb-guns retracted into its wrist with an uncomfortable snap of bone. The xeno caressed the outer canopy of the nearest pod. The action was almost tender.


“The bio-capsules allow the others to . . .” P paused, considering the right word to use, “swim in the Deep.”


“Drown, more like it,” Feng commented.


Novak drew a mono-knife from a sheath across his chest. The blade instantly activated, glowing bright blue.


“Stay back, Novak!” I hissed. “We don’t understand what we’re dealing with here!”


Although he obviously didn’t, he answered, “I know what am doing.”


“Stand down, trooper.”


I grabbed Novak’s arm, but it was no use. He was bigger than me, in or out of a simulant, and his eyes had taken on a sort of manic gloss. He slit one of the fleshy pods. There was a wet shucking sound as the knife went in, and then the hiss of pressurised atmosphere escaping.


“Is for intelligence,” Novak said, as though that was some kind of answer.


“What do you mean ‘intelligence’?” Lopez said. “You’ll summon more Krell here!”


Novak ignored Lopez’s protest, and worked his knife down the pod, expertly slitting the organic membrane. A sickly amber fluid – vile afterbirth, tinged with chunks of flesh – gushed out. The pod’s occupant slid free.


“Jesus Christo, Novak!” Lopez squealed.


Novak wasn’t so squeamish, and he didn’t show the slightest sign of revulsion. He caught the atrophied body with one hand. The thing was, or rather had been, human. Almost skeletal now, the figure was shrunken, having lost muscle mass. P cocked its head with something like curiosity. The alien didn’t seem bothered by the fact that Novak was desecrating the communion chamber.


“This other was traitor,” it said, referring to the man from the pod.


“He – it – is Black Spiral,” I said.


Novak nodded, almost absently, as he inspected the body. The figure wore a survival suit; a Black Spiral badge sprayed across the torso panelling.


“Disciples,” Feng muttered grimly. “That’s what they call themselves.”


Organic machinery had partially integrated with the agent’s body, and living tendrils anchored his limbs and chest to the capsule. Novak held the body by the scruff of its suit, and inspected it.


“What are you looking for, Novak?” Lopez said, her voice jittery. “We don’t have time for this.”


I knew exactly what Novak was looking for: gang tattoos, clan markings, anything that might indicate that the convert was a Russian ganger. Most specifically, Novak was looking for Major Mish Vasnev, or one of her followers.


But this Disciple was not what Novak was seeking. The man’s skin was saggy, melted by the corrosive fluid that filled the machine, but carried no ganger markings.


“Never mind,” Novak muttered. “Is not important. I just—”


The body came alive. It lurched forward, skeletal fingers grazing Novak’s chest, doing nothing more than smear dark fluid across his armour plates. Mottled flesh sloughed off bone. Lopez let out a pitched scream, then managed to stifle it, embarrassed by her own reaction.


“Please, k-kill me!” the figure croaked. The sound of his voice was horrifying; the gush of air through a twisted larynx. His eyes – sightless, near pits – rolled back in his skull.


That sealed it for Novak. The accent wasn’t identifiable, at least not to me, but he wasn’t Russian.


“My pleasure,” said Novak.


There was a wet crack as the man’s neck broke. Novak dropped the corpse – left it hanging in the organic webbing – and moved on to the next capsule.


“Goddamn it, Novak!” Lopez said. “We’re not here for this!”


“We are killing Spiral,” Novak justified.


Novak set to it, slitting open the other pods, inspecting each of the occupants. Pariah watched the bizarre scene.


“The Spiral-others have been here for many years,” P deduced. “They came here to spread the rot.”


“How do you know any of this?” Feng asked, from his post near the chamber entrance. “You’ve been saying a lot of shit lately, P, which you don’t have any right to know. Is this more of your Deep-knowing?”


“Not this time,” P said. “We base this conclusion on available evidence.”


P scraped a foot on the floor. That was spongy and flesh-lined, but something metallic was embedded into the deck beneath the nearest pod. A canister lay there, covered in gunk and webbing.


“The Spiral-others brought the rot here,” P said. “They released the Harbinger virus, but they were captured. They were integrated into the Deep, but by then it was too late. Harbinger had reached the knowing-pool. It spread, infecting the planet. Eventually, the rest of the Red Claw Collective was also infected.”


I crouched down, inspecting the canister. I wasn’t quite sure why I was doing it, but I pulled it free. It was as long as my forearm, and heavy. The cap was missing.


“Shit. So it’s that easy, huh?”


P nodded. “The Collective likely did not understand that they were infected until it was too late. By the time they had captured and integrated these specimens, the Deep was already contaminated.”


“So someone pissed in their pool,” I muttered. “Thus the hive falls. I wonder what Zero would make of this.”


I ran my shoulder-lamps across the length of the canister. Something bothered me about it. Markings had been stencilled on the side, but those were now faded, the text illegible. Where had the Spiral got this tech from? The canister had been inside the nest for as long as the infected prisoners, and the metal was corroded. I popped a medical-probe from my wrist-comp and ran it over the canister’s end. The readings were rough and ready, and subject to the usual caveats that came with any field analysis, but they were enough for my purposes. The canister was swarming with Harbinger cells, with “viral plaque assays”. Yeah, I didn’t know what that meant, either, but Zero used the phrase and it now flashed on my HUD. The viral load was very high.


Although the Spiral’s plan to infect the Krell had been so simple that it was almost insulting, it had plainly worked. Scenes like this – infected prisoners, integrated with the Deep – had been reported throughout infection sites. None of those raids, however, had found actual hardware.


“Is finished,” said Novak. “I am done.”


Novak’s voice pulled me out of my reverie. I stood and snapped the canister to my backpack. It was possible intelligence that we could investigate later, if there was a later.


“You’re fucking gross, Novak,” Lopez complained.


Novak sort of shrugged his shoulders, and the expression behind his face-plate was a mixture of anger and disappointment. His armour was stained with fluid now, and I saw that he had opened several pods. He had dragged bodies from inside each and murdered them with the same cold precision.
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