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			Praise for The Augmented Man

			“Avatar, Rambo and Robocop films - mixed in with Frankenstein… 5 Massive Stars from me. This is a blistering tour de force that delves into the sociology and psyche of both the Frankenstein monster creator and the monster himself. Joseph Carrabis has created a military and scientific warrior that could mind read and wipe out Rambo, Robocop and ‘The Bionic Man’ at once, in an instant.”

			“Joseph Carrabis’ The Augmented Man at first glance might appear to be just another military SF novel, but it’s so much more that that. The story Carrabis tells with consummate skill is a reinvention of “Frankenstein”, the classic tale by Mary Shelley.”

			“Not just a suspense thriller set in the future, this is an astonishing novel of great psychological depth and power that transcends its genre and its themes of love, redemption and what it means to be human will resonate with you long after you finish the book.”

			“Author Carrabis gives us characters that are believable yet jump off the page as well- which means I’ll be seeking out more of his work.”

			“A master class in how to create a super soldier from a physiological frame work damaged in the right ways to start with. The wiliness of the elite to use the monsters the failures in the system create, then dispose of them afterwards…”

			“I was hooked by this line - ‘The function of intelligence isn’t to discover secrets, it’s to instill fear…’”

			“Brilliant character driven storytelling, packed with suspense - and the potential for revelation.”

			“There is a lot of uncomfortable truth in here, which is why it works so well. It’s a cracking read, that will also make you think, like all good science fiction…”

			“Carrabis writes a masterful tale of how greed and power can corrupt the better judgement of a man.”

			“…a blistering tour de force that delves into the sociology and psyche of both the Frankenstein monster creator and the monster himself.”

			“…thrusts the reader into an unknown but realistic world of the future where governments create devastating war weapons of their choosing.”

			“The Augmented Man takes us into a dark hole of traumatic memories, a God-complex gone awry, military hubris, and science fiction horror that is both riveting and repellant at the same time.”

			“This is a terrifying account of the depravity of man taken to the extremes of imagination. The idea of a super soldier is appealing until you realize the dreadful consequences of building that soldier on the foundation of fear and despair.”

			“Is this the future of our military? Another fine book written by the author Joseph Carrabis that I could not put down.”

			“A fast paced read that kept me turning the pages.”
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			The ideal experimental animal is man. Whenever it is possible, man should be selected as the test animal. The clinical researcher must bear in mind the fact that, if he wishes to understand human ills, he must study man. No researches are more interesting, more satisfying and more lucrative than those performed on man. Hence, it is up to us to forge ahead in our research on the most developed of animals: man. 

			- Mèdecine et Hygiéne, #637, April 1964

			In all events, a healthy man does not have the right to be a volunteer for an operation which will certainly lead to a mutilation of the human body, or a serious and lasting deterioration of health. The patient cannot abandon to the doctor all rights to his body, over which he himself has only the right of usufruct. 

			- Eugenio Maria Giuseppe Giovanni Pacelli, Pope Pius XII

			This experimentation can only be applied to informed volunteers who are completely free to accept or to refuse it, and can only be performed by a highly qualified person capable of reducing the risks incurred to a minimum.

			- Acadèmie de Mèdecine

			It is known that free consent is relatively rare. An atmosphere of suggestion, of persuasion, can easily be created, which will succeed in influencing the personality. Naturally, more effective means of pressure can be applied to subjects who are prisoners...This mentality appears to us to be rooted in a regression and a return to the mentality of human sacrifice characteristic of ancient paganism, of those human sacrifices made for a new idol...

			- Psychopathologie expèrimentale, Professor Henri Paruk, P.U.F.

			Senator Martha Astin (R.MA): “It sounds like you’re making nightmare monsters.”

			Captain James Donaldson, ONI COS: “Yes, Senator. I am.”

			Senator Martha Astin (R.MA): “And where do you get these monsters, Captain?”

			Captain James Donaldson, ONI COS: “Well, ma’am, you start with those who are afraid of monsters.”

			- transcript, Gang of Eight Advisory Committee, 

			310815-1437FF, ONI 17901

		

	
		
			IN

		

	
		
			1 April 2053 
Surface

			Trailer closed his eyes and sat at the end of the bar where the cigarette-burned, cheap black Formica countertop met the wall. He eased himself onto the last stool, tucking into the corner in the dim light, a spider hiding out of sight at the edge of its web. His fingers hovered over the cigarette burns closest to him as if divining their cause, sensing them like small, unhealed wounds, seeing the people involved, learning if each burn was an accident or intentional. 

			The door opened and he smelled the cool April evening on his skin. It was followed by the alcoholic breath and sweat of two men and a woman they supported between them.

			Trailer brought his attention back into the bar, collating the activity immediately around him. 

			The barkeeper, a heavy smelling man gnawing a toothpick, his face somewhere between needing a shave and growing a beard, walked over to Trailer. “Yeah?”

			“A beer. Whatever you got.”

			The man grunted and walked to the other end of the bar. When he left, Trailer opened his eyes. A river of tattoos flowed up the man’s left arm. An old style claw prosthetic served as his right, its hinges and catches polished like silver and glinting in the mirrored bar light. He wore black jeans and a tie-dyed t-shirt over powerful shoulders and an ample gut. Trailer closed his eyes again as the man returned. It seemed to Trailer that the man swam upstream in a river of his own sweat. 

			He placed a bottle of Coors in front of Trailer. “Six.”

			“Huh?”

			“Six. Six dollars.”

			“Can I run up a tab? I’ll probably stay a while.”

			The man shook his head. “Uh-uh.”

			Trailer handed him the money and nodded at the prosthetic. “Amazonas?”

			The man eyed him and shook his head cautiously. “Loreto.”

			“I was there, too.”

			The man eyed him a moment longer then nodded as he walked away. “Uh-huh.”

			A five-man band walked onto a stage surrounded by a plexiglass cage reinforced with steel fencing, closed the cage door, set up and tested their instruments. 

			A woman screamed from a room hidden by a beaded curtain.

			Trailer stood up. The barman caught Trailer’s shirt in his claw. “You gonna drink your beer or what?”

			Trailer stood a head and a half taller than the barman. He said nothing, closing his eyes when the woman screamed again. 

			“Eddie, Bill?” the barman called out. “We got ourselves a pretty boy here.”

			Two scar-faced men got up from a table near the door and walked towards Trailer. He shook his head slowly, searching with his ears as a blind man might search out a strange sound. He moved his head from side to side and made a sound, quiet and deep in his chest, a great cat purring. His head snapped back and shook. He whispered, “No...no,” as if tasting something tart, bitter, something he wanted to spit out. 

			Eddie and Bill smiled as they moved closer. Thin and wiry, Eddie had a chain around his waist held on by a drop hook. Rolled back sleeves revealed lean, muscular arms, but with shoulders too high and too stiff for the arms they supported. He wore tight-fitting pants and taped his boots, the laces stopping half way up. The right boot’s tape stopped half way down on one side. 

			Trailer’s eyes snapped open wide and he catalogued, his irises retreating as if aflame. “Parkerized Military Machetes, fifty-centimeter, sheath cross harness. Walther P38 9mm Short nine round capacity, right ankle lift grip, Rockwell C57-59 EK Combat Knife left ankle rip release.”

			Bill’s face and scalp looked as if he’d been lyed. Short and squat, the lines on his clothes were clean, hiding no weapons but revealing the scarred musculature common to bikers who played too hard too long.

			The woman screamed again. Trailer counted Eddie and Bill’s footsteps by sound, measuring the two men by heartbeat. He felt Eddie’s muscles twitch as Eddie thought about dropping his chain belt. 

			Before Eddie’s thought became action, Trailer’s spine released and he grew.

			The barman’s claw didn’t open in time. He screamed as his prosthetic ripped out of its socket.

			Trailer’s eyes closed and his face relaxed, becoming calm, pacific, the face of a child fallen asleep. He brought his head down hard onto Eddie’s skull and smiled at the sharp-sounding crack.

		

	
		
			2 April 2053 1835 hours 
Henry’s Bar & Grill, Chelmsford, Massachusetts 
Surface plus 22 hours, 30 minutes (approximate)

			Major Donaldson and Lieutenant Rivers stood in the cold, early April rain facing a fuel bunker door mounted against the brownish-red brick wall of a small strip mall. They kept their backs to the parking lot, its asphalt cracked and missing in places. Most of the mall’s store windows had ‘For Lease’ signs in them. 

			The door didn’t belong. 

			Such heavy iron doors belonged on runways and LZs, combat area landing zones placed to provide air support, not on the brownish-red brick walls of domestic mini-malls. On the LZs, the heavy iron doors sealed explosive turboprop and jet engine fuels into the earth, opening like a glass raised in toast to quench a thirst before a mission. Occasionally a Pancho shell would catch an LZ. The fuel bunker doors would glow then melt then slag over the infernos beneath them, first making the LZ sag then run like black sulfur-scented pudding until what remained cooled into a brittle, frozen dessert.

			The door broke the regularity of the tiny mall’s empty storefronts. Two steel runners, angled slightly up and against the wall, allowed the door to roll shut like a warehouse fire door. A sign - big blue letters on top, small red letters underneath - hung on the wall about zero-point-seventy-five meters above the door’s runners:

			Henry’s Bar & Grill

			Live Entertainment

			Friday&Saturday Nite

			Donaldson nodded. Rivers keyed the lock and slid the bolt back. 

			Globs of rain arced down from the sky and exploded on Donaldson’s shoulder boards. Drops like tiny and persistent mortar fire tapped against the flat metal of his major’s shield and hat then dripped from the Corfam brim down his dress blues. He’d turned up his topcoat collar. A few drops of cold found their way in and raced down the back of his neck, only to be stopped by the starched and tightly drawn collar of his regs. Streams flowed from the bottom of his topcoat and soaked his pant legs. The steady rainfall rat-a-tat-a-tatted on his shoes.

			Rivers inhaled, grabbed the handles, and, with no hydraulics to aid the movement, slid the door up the runners with a smooth precision and a clarity of movement that pleased Donaldson. Rivers’ military dress and topcoat couldn’t hide his powerful shoulders and arms. Remarkably well proportioned, with close-cut blond hair, bright blue eyes, strong jawline, and the broad calloused palms of a long-time weightlifter - his size deceived people until they stood next to him, until they had something normal - a doorframe, furniture - to compare him to.

			Aryan, Donaldson thought. Rivers is what Hitler wanted his master race to be.

			Rivers exhaled as he held the door at the top of the rails. A hook hung on a steel eyelet screwed into the brick wall at the end of the door’s transit. Rivers used the hook to hold the door open then stood aside.

			Donaldson studied the revealed wall before entering. The remnants of a standard windowless commercial door and doorjamb remained, the doorjamb bowed and cracked. The door no longer fit snugly. One of the hinges hung halfway out of the wall, its bolts stripped as if some monstrous force had pulled the door from its housing. To the left of the doorjamb was a hole the size of a man. An explosive hole. Something, maybe someone, left as if in a hurry, and probably with no choice in the matter.

			Inside, Donaldson saw a mix of bikers’ bar and slaughterhouse. Harley-Davison, Indian, Norton, and similar decals stenciled mirrors, now shattered, lining the wall behind the bar.

			Broken bar taps lay near his feet: Bud, Rolling Rock, and Coors among them. Some local brands. No designer labels. No craft brews, no light beers, no imports. 

			Shattered bottles of Stolichnaya, Hiram’s, Jack Daniel’s and assorted bourbons and ryes stood like sentinels behind the bar, against the broken mirrors. No liqueurs, no wines, nothing that could be considered a before or after dinner drink. A screened and fenced stage, both screen and fence remarkably intact, sat opposite the bar against the wall with the explosive hole. Broken glass and crushed beer cans mated on the floor. The smell of blood permeated the bar. Under that, the smell of stale beer, urine, and sex. 

			At the far end of the bar, in a small room partially obscured behind a beaded curtain, a pool table waited. There were no pool cues, no chalk, no rack, and no balls. Just the table with notches on the side and ashtrays where the pockets would be. 

			The wall behind it hosted a bizarre rainbow. It started with Polaroids on the left, some black and white and some color. Climb the rainbow’s arc and down the other side and you journeyed through the history of modern imaging systems: dot-matrix printouts to grainy color images to glossies to various cell phone screens ending with the latest mobcomms and glasses. 

			Donaldson parted the beads to inspect the images. Regardless of technology, each image showed a different woman, each sporting leather, each mostly naked and most of them average looking, plain. Each image was autographed and dated - the mobiles, mobcomms, and glasses digitally. Donaldson guessed the date signified when the women’d been inducted as mommas.

			He had not witnessed what happened in the bar less than twenty hours ago but it reminded him of a slaughterhouse he’d worked in as a teenager.

			In the slaughterhouse, steers didn’t know they were on the killing floor until the Judas screamed as its left hind leg was caught in the rail chain and it felt itself upended. Its eyes would go wide as it bellowed in fear. Before the beast could gather itself for a second alarm, the butcher would slit its throat. Donaldson remembered the look of the steer’s eyes as they glazed over but never closed, the tongue as it fell forward and wagged from the slack jaws, the blood gurgling from the clean, deep cut in the animal’s throat, pulsing from the arteries and draining down over the open eyes, the free legs still twitching - you could tell the apprentice slaughtermen because they’d always catch a hoof in the head or throat or side. 

			Most of all, Donaldson remembered the slippery, blood-slick footing of the butchers as the cattle were herded, upended, and slaughtered, all in the sick precision of the assembly line.

			Rivers surveyed the bar. “Posttraumatic stress disorder, Major?” 

			Donaldson grunted agreement but wasn’t sure. With the amount of stress inoculation Trailer and his team had undergone, PTSD was unlikely. He planned this. Trailer knew what he was doing and did it for a reason. 

			He inventoried the damage, his eyes stopping, focusing, his mind analyzing, then his eyes sweeping to some other island of destruction until they rested on two knee prints clearly discernible in a pool of fetid, drying, brownish blood, some roaches at its edge like horses at the edge of a stream.

			They left the old man like that. The old man Trailer brought to me.

			“Sir?”

			“Yes? What is it?”

			“I’m sorry, sir. I thought you said something.”

			“Oh? No, just thinking about an old man I interrogated once. Pancho sympathizer, I think. I remember he had one hand. Iraqi mercenaries, you know? Trailer caught him stealing rations. He had one hand. That’s how I knew he’d been stealing from the Iraqis. Christ. Then the old man tried to steal from us.” 

			Donaldson walked over and ground the roaches under the toe of his shoe.

			“Sir?”

			“What?”

			“The old man, sir?”

			“That’s all. There’s no more. That’s all I remember.” Donaldson shook his head and continued his inspection. Through the warehouse mounted door, the clouds far on the western horizon broke and revealed the setting sun. Bright orange light ripped through the bar all the way to the mirrored wall. Rivers stood in the doorway, a huge silhouette forcing Donaldson to turn on the bar lights as he worked. 

			“Major, Mr. Ingman is here.”

			“Fuck.”

			Ingman appeared as another set of legs behind Rivers’ silhouette and barked, “Make a hole, Lieutenant.” 

			Donaldson remembered Ingman as a tall, thin man. Ingman entered the bar and Donaldson added graying hair, owl rim glasses, and a sparse mustache covering what looked like a cleft palette scar, a conservative gray overcoat, and a purple collar pin to that memory’s inventory.

			Once inside, Ingman focused his attention on Donaldson. “Incredible, don’t you think? One man could do all this and leave no witnesses? I think so. Incredible. He must have really submerged for us not to be able to track him for ten years. I told you we should have rechipped him.” He swept his gaze over the room and wrung his hands, his voice now conciliatory and condescending. “Well, looks like the last of the Augmented Men rides again, Jim.” He patted Donaldson’s back as if disciplining a recalcitrant horse to accept the reins. “Just think what might have happened if he was upset.” He pulled a handkerchief from a breast pocket, placed it over his nose as he went back to the door. “Christ, I told them to turn off the heat in here. You there, Lieutenant. You look like a big boy. You think you could do this?”

			Rivers eyed Donaldson. Donaldson shook his head, no.

			Ingman’s voice turned conspiratorial. “What are we going to do, Jim? We can’t afford to keep the man alive any longer. You can only put so much grease on the pig, you know.”

			“Where is he?”

			“In lockup and ready for transfer. Hell of a way for him to surface, Donaldson. Hell of a way.”

			Donaldson joined Ingman by the door. “I’d like your opinion, Lieutenant.”

			Rivers walked gingerly around pools of dried blood. Someone had come in and cleaned up the gut pile, but the outline remained on the floor. Like all good hunters, Trailer and the other Augmented Men were taught to clean and gut their kills. 

			While Rivers worked, Donaldson leaned towards Ingman. “Beat up anymore Cochican barmaids? Or is the pip for some real action?”

			Ingman’s hand instinctively went up to his lip. His eyes jumped to Rivers and back.

			Rivers stood by the lone upright bar stool. It alone remained standing, a sentinel at the end of the bar and against the wall, furthest from the door. A wedge of destruction emanated from it, with the bar on one side and the wall on the other, as if somebody had used a sharp knife to cut a pie then became impatient removing the first slice. 

			Donaldson asked, “Your thoughts, Lieutenant?”

			Rivers studied the bar a minute longer before answering. “He came in and sat there.” He pointed to the standing bar stool. One of the puddles had some shoe prints in it and Rivers nodded at them next. “He wore civilian issue leather sole shoes and not Runners - “

			Ingman interrupted. “How do you know what kind of shoes he wore?”

			Rivers looked at Donaldson and Donaldson nodded. “The foot placement is for spine stretching and all the other prints were made with various civilian boot treads. Runners have a special sole design, modified on the combat model, to sustain an Augment’s leg strength, bone structure, and the increased mass of the calcaneus. The only other possibility is that he was barefoot and I see no footprints.

			“The blood pool makes me think he did the first one here. Perhaps some civilians attempted to aid the target. Trailer doesn’t want to hurt people.” Rivers considered. “He probably stretched his spine to frighten them off.”

			Donaldson shook his head. “Look again.” 

			Rivers’ eyes jockeyed from blood pool to blood pool to overturned chairs to broken bottles, spending an extra moment on each before racing to the next. “What am I missing?”

			“You’re looking but not seeing. He came out of hiding after how many years in the deep woods? And this is his first noticeable act? He wanted to be found and he wanted to be found in such a way we could only respond one way.

			“No, this was completely intentional. Never underestimate him, Lieutenant. Start again.”

			Rivers went to the stool at the end of the bar, the only one left standing, and sat facing the direction blood splayed on the floor and walls. He closed his eyes. The pupils moved like steady pendulums under his eyelids then stopped. He inhaled slowly, deeply, and exhaled the same way. He nodded and opened his eyes as if waking but not wanting to let go of the dream. His head turned like a camera slowly panning the room. 

			His nostrils flared. His eyes opened wide as he restarted his narration. “It went like this...”

			Rivers voice was lost as Donaldson remembered the Augmented Men. 

		

	
		
			3 Oct 2031 
Outside Loreto 
Two months, two days post Augmentation

			Trailer, Wartella, and Donaldson huddled behind a wall. Two stone columns, each two-plus meters tall, framed the wall on either side. The wall barely provided cover for the three of them. Every time one of them moved, rapid machine fire chipped at the top of the wall, between the columns and down their sides, splintering rocks and forcing the three of them to cluster. 

			Wartella sniffed over Donaldson’s head, picking up the tinny smell in his sweat, the rime of fear. “Don’t fret, Major,” he said. “Do what you taught us,” knowing Donaldson couldn’t, chuckling at his own joke.

			Trailer and Wartella folded into small packages, each of them not more than eighty-five centimeters on a side, Trailer slightly smaller because Wartella was the taller of the two. Donaldson had taught them the technique, to fold into a box with the longest dimension the length of the femur, the body’s longest single bone - some of the Augmenteds’ physical abilities were just exaggerated contortionist and escape artist tricks. “Make yourself so small you can infiltrate by hiding in a satchel pack, so small they have to be on top of you to hit you.”

			Donaldson had taught them the technique but couldn’t perform it. “We’ve got to isolate that gunner. The kind of accuracy this man’s got, he must be laser-sighting.” 

			Wartella and Trailer looked at him, looked at each other, stood up behind the columns and began stretching. Donaldson knew they could do it. Develop some little-used muscles in the back and along the ribs and anyone could release their spinal column and grow several centimeters, a common escape artist technique. Augmentation pushed it between fifty and eighty centimeters. 

			Except human skin couldn’t stretch that much that quickly. Donaldson stared at tall, deformed bodies with skin stretched thin over their skulls, the hair pulled low and looking like a bizarre, furry tam shading the eyes. He could see and count the heartbeats as blood pulsed up one side of the neck and down the other, as it flowed to the eyes and nose. The tongue and larynx became inoperative because they couldn’t stretch that much that quickly either, but that didn’t prevent Wartella and Trailer from talking to him. Donaldson concentrated on the cheeks, mouths, necks, and chests, unable to stare into the eyes of men who had become flesh draped trees but fascinated by the muscles so clearly moving under the skin. Wartella and Trailer laughed through long throats, a sound like reedy bass organ pipes, and snapped up over the columns. 

			Highly irregular. Directly against cover and concealment principles. 

			And totally effective against a superstitious enemy who saw demons in trees.

		

	
		
			2 April 2053 1900 hours 
Henry’s Bar & Grill, Chelmsford, Massachusetts 
Surface plus 23 hours (approximate)

			Donaldson walked out the door as Rivers concluded his analysis. “Secure it, Lieutenant.” Then to Ingman, “You said you had him in lockup? Did he voluntarily turn himself in? Did someone tranq him? Is anybody in the cell with him?”

			“You should have read the report before you came.”

			The two men stared at each other in silence. Ingman broke it. “He waited outside for the police and went quietly when they came. He gave them our clinician’s number and then went mute no matter what they tried. We knew enough to silence it and get you here. He’s not tranqed. We transferred him to our Manchester facility within three hours and he’s under close watch. No one’s with him. You think I’m going to risk one of my people because he can’t control his hormones?”

			The Manchester Veteran’s Affairs Medical Center Hospital - VAMC for short - was an early 1950’s pork-barrel project that lost favor shortly after the Korean War. The DOD revived the facility when Viet Nam caused legions of vets to hide in the northern New England mountains. Beginning in 1976, it became a primary care facility for the PTSD sufferers who seemed to come out of the earth in the years following the southeast Asian conference. After that, it became and stayed one of the best houses for people who couldn’t let go of war. The Soviets had even asked to tour it in the years following Afghanistan and Kurdistan, as did the Commonwealth of Independent States when the food and water riots hit and led to the Republic Conflicts.

			The hospital rested on the top of a hill on the fringe of a suburban area with easy access to Interstate-93. The campus had tranquil, rolling landscapes with beautiful views of the Monadnock Mountains to the west, the White Mountains to the north, and the Manchester cityscape below. VAMC’s insides echoed the campus’ peacefulness, foregoing sterility for comfort. Each room held two patients with roommate selection based on similarity of need or experience. The hospital also had different units for different problems. Substance abuse was the primary concern with those who returned and continued returning from the South American coca fields. Some hardliners even said, “Goin’ South,” when they jagged, often with so much punch they wouldn’t come back for days. The Coca Wars - Operation White Harvest according to an Act of Congress - officially concluded fifteen years ago. VAMC served as a haven for those still in conflict.

			A guard and Trailer’s attending led Donaldson to Isolation, deep in the bowels of the hospital and through a labyrinth of reinforced doors, Rivers always a few steps behind as if leaving breadcrumbs to find their way back. They went so far down into the belly of the building that Donaldson could hear the mechanicals operating above them. At the last door, he was asked to sign over responsibility for the calm, pacific-looking man visible through an eight-centimeter-thick screen-meshed window, ten centimeters on a side. Above and to the right of the window, a red warning light flashed over the legend

			Hyperbaric Isolation

			Decompression when light is flashing

			“Why here?” Donaldson asked.

			“We heard that part of the augmentation was to the hemoglobin, to increase his strength via oxygen transport. We figured at six atmospheres we could pump in pure oxygen and force his heme to shut down. He can live, but he can’t get excited. We thought of AJAX - isn’t that what you guys used? Some kind of Lorazepam-XANAX derivative? - but he seemed totally relaxed. Sign this, please.”

			Donaldson peered through the glass. Six atmospheres and pure oxygen and Trailer, sitting on a cot, showed no discomfort. His skin had a slight blue tinge. Donaldson guessed Trailer’s blood was black from oxygenating by this time. He probably couldn’t punch his way through the hyperbaric chamber, but god help the first man near him if Trailer wanted to jam once the seal released. 

			Trailer looked up, smiled, and nodded at Donaldson. Trailer’s expression made him uncomfortable. Donaldson studied the Augmented Man’s face and went cold. 

			Trailer functioned as a Hunter/Seeker. He returned from missions only upon completion or if he determined he needed assistance to achieve completion. One time, Donaldson remembered, Trailer returned after six days, his face a mask with eyes of stone.

			His eyes, Donaldson warned himself. Don’t stare in his eyes.

		

	
		
			25 Dec 2031 
Northern Amazonas, Undisclosed Location 
Four months, 24 days post Augmentation

			Donaldson asked, “Good run, Trailer?”

			Trailer looked up from the ground, crooked his head slightly to the left as he interpreted Donaldson’s words, coming back from readiness as the AJAX coursed through him. He smiled and rumbled, “Happiness is a huge gut pile.” 

			Donaldson shook his head and experienced a chill as Trailer and St.Onge laughed. Donaldson smiled with them and checked his watch. 

			Ten minutes. 

			He’d lost ten minutes. He looked at Trailer and Trailer smiled back, his body still swaying slightly, a cobra hypnotizing his prey before striking - a bastardization of Erickson’s work in clinical and subjective hypnotic states and useful for compromised kills.

		

	
		
			2 April 2053 1945 Hours
VAMC Manchester, New Hampshire
Surface plus 23 hours, 45 minutes (approximate)

			Donaldson shook off the chill of Trailer’s eyes as he stared through the eight-centimeter-thick screened glass. The face smiles but the eyes don’t. The incongruity disturbed him. Donaldson anchored his consciousness to the sounds of the mechanicals overhead, pushed his awareness into the vaguely mossy aromas in the dank, dark hallway, so like a cavern into the earth, cataloguing things around him he hadn’t noticed before. Like a diver going free, he took a breath and once again stared into Trailer’s eyes. With all his precautions, he still got lost in their maelstroms.

			Donaldson blinked and turned away. He isn’t showing recognition, he’s showing acknowledgment. 

			He checked his watch and glanced at the others. No time had passed.

			Or ten years had passed.

			He wasn’t sure which.

		

	
		
			13 March 2042 
Orinoco Extraction 
Ten years, 2 months, 13 days since Manacapuru Truce ended conflict

			Donaldson shivered as he keyed his mobile for secured, voice-only transmission. “Did you hear me, Major?” the voice asked. “Brazil’s found somebody’s got to be one of your men.”

			Behind that voice he heard Ingman. “You tell that prick son-of-a-bitch we’re not hazarding any of our equipment on this. He’ll have to go get him himself.” 

			Donaldson had lied to himself so many times since the end of the war he began to believe his own falsehoods; there were no Augmented Men left, none survived. The war had been over for years and only a handful of people even knew the Augmented Men ever existed.

			Located by a Brazilian CRIP detail one presidential term after the official close of Operation White Harvest, Trailer was about to come home. The Brazilians, assigned the role of Combined Reconnaissance and Intelligence Platoons by UN decree immediately following the war, flew into villages to recruit Kit Carsons, ex-enemy soldiers to serve as scouts. One of the recruits, Vargo Colderra, knew of um Ianque muito grande - a very big Yankee. No news there; every war had its MIAs.

			Expecting a standard rescue operation, the Brazilians landed a C21-B QuadLift rigged for medical evacuation. Nothing prepared them for what they found.

			Trailer had survived ten years in the Orinoco at a ‘re-education’ camp that was as much an insult to mankind as was the directive that made the Augmented Men. His captors had wondered at him, been awed by him, and, to appease their curiosity regarding this big man, had experimented on him, vivisecting body parts to determine rates of recovery, to learn when recovery would be complete but malformed and require permanent removal.

			Trailer emerged from the jungle massively scarred. He’d been strapped on his knees, his arms pulled back, barred, and his wrists strapped to his ankles. Even Trailer couldn’t remember how long. His arms, armpits, chest, and back festered where his torturers had shoved hot pikes into his armpits. Scars ran up and down both sides of his spine where some kind of animal or animals had been allowed to feast. He had neither fingertips nor fingernails because they had burnt the tops of all the nails on both hands. Blisters formed underneath the nails causing incredible pressure on the tips of the fingers and the inability to move the fingers or hold things, period. Trailer needed to hold things to escape so he bit through his own fingertips to let the fluid out.

			The voice said, “I’ll have the full report couriered to you in flight.”

			Donaldson hung up, ordered a car, and in less than an hour was flying to DreamSpace, deep in the Hopi Indian Reservation on Black Mesa in the northeast corner of Arizona. As the last stateside location Trailer had seen, Donaldson figured it would serve as his gateway back. Ingman highlighted important items on the already concise report so Donaldson wouldn’t waste any time.

			On the vids, Donaldson watched Trailer sitting in a corner, still covered with the filth of his escape, his eyes wide and on his benefactors, licking his wounds like a dog beaten near death.

			Trailer lay on a bed in the hospital compound under guard when Donaldson arrived at DreamSpace. He rose when Donaldson walked in the room and four guards trained their rifles on him. Donaldson motioned them to stand down. Trailer walked up to him, said, “SigRec. Con. MisConCom. RetRem,” and held out his arms, palms up, as if carrying an offering to some malicious god.

			The meaning was simple and clear. “SigRec. Con” translated to “Signal Recognition. Confirmed.” He recognized Donaldson as his superior and confirmed such. Next, he gave his report, “MisConCom” meaning “Mission Confirmed and Completed.” 

			The last part, “RetRem,” was a direct request to Donaldson as Trailer’s mission superior and something only Donaldson could provide. RetRem, for the Augmented Men, meant “Retrieve&Removal from operation” - confirmation that the objective had been reached, the mission successful, a request to stand down from readiness. 

			Donaldson thought, “Yes, God, stand down. Rest,” which Trailer took for his needed confirmation. In return, he held out his arms for his blessed AJAX to bring him out of readiness.

			Trailer left the hospital after he’d been there a month, on a deep, high mesa night with a cloudless, moonless sky and mountains on all horizons. They woke Donaldson as lights came on all over the compound and DreamSpace’s perimeter defenses went active.

			“How long has he been gone?”

			“We have redundant visual confirmation from fifteen minutes ago.”

			“What about backups? Do we have anything on Vcam? Anything on BigEars?”

			The security chief shook his head. “Trailer asked his guards if they wanted to play some cards. They played one hand - that’s recorded - then the guards left, went into SECQ, knocked out the personnel and shut everything down.”

			Donaldson nodded. He went to the door and walked outside. The installation’s BigEars wouldn’t pick Trailer up, nor would any IR or US tattlers from overflights. His captors dug his chip out of his ribs and Donaldson’s team hadn’t replaced it.

			Donaldson considered; some would call it an escape but Donaldson wrote it up as a simple dismissal. Trailer didn’t officially exist; the misinformation could be easily buried. 

			The security chief came up to him. “What are your orders, Major?”

			Donaldson remembered a pet he’d once had, a dog. When the dog was old and arthritic, Donaldson’s father told him that the next day they’d have to take the dog to the vet, have him put down. Donaldson hid so his father wouldn’t see him cry, wouldn’t yell at him for being a sissy. His father didn’t find him, but the dog did. It licked his face and he cried more until he sobbed himself to sleep with the dog beside him. When he woke, the dog was gone. 

			He ran to find his father, thinking his father had taken the dog to the vet without letting him know. Instead, before he found his father, he found his dog, dead, curled up underneath a table in a quiet part of the house, as if it knew it was causing trouble and decided to get out of the way. 

			“No orders, Sergeant. Shut it down. Maybe he’s just looking for a quiet place to die. Leave him to his peace.”

		

	
		
			2 April 2053 1946 hours 
VAMC Manchester, New Hampshire 
Surface plus 23 hours, 46 minutes (approximate)

			Donaldson had been the last friendly to see Trailer before he went into the Orinoco and one of the last to see him after he got back. 

			Trailer was thinner now, probably starving himself to keep his energy down, but with a fuller, heavier face. Donaldson guessed Trailer had been eating standard foods for some time. Trailer had brown eyes, but Donaldson knew that from memory. His hairline was receding, which was strange because Trailer wasn’t that old, not old enough to be in the normal class of Operation Black Harvest vets. 

			Trailer stood and walked to the door, his movements deceptively smooth, making Rivers’ clarity of motion seem like a mudslide in a fishbowl. Donaldson noticed the fitted pants and shirt, clothes designed for his body, clothes designed not to reveal his physiology. The tailoring was good, but not professional quality. Donaldson made a mental note to add “Acquired rudimentary tailoring skills” to Trailer’s 201 file. He also noticed the way Trailer buttoned his shirt: Four buttonholes, the bottom two buttoned, the chest unbuttoned, collar button missing. He checked Trailer’s shoes. Freed loafers. No laces. Different clothes, but the same configuration of clothing.

			He’s still displaying rank and status.

			Trailer stood at the door and turned the lock from inside. The steel bars holding it tweaked and started to bend. The guard backed away, pressing against the opposite wall and readying his rifle, a Freon cooled Colt 223 Automag.

			Donaldson grabbed the barrel in his hand and pulled the rifle down. “Don’t do that. You’ll only make him angry.”

			The guard stared at the bars bending and the look of pleasure on the face inside the small window. He put his weapon down. 

			“Lieutenant, would you open the door for Mr. Trailer, please?”

			Rivers went to the door and began freeing the bolts. Trailer backed away, rapped on the glass and pointed to the light. The physician gasped, “Holy Mother of God we almost killed him,” and turned some dials.

			“How much do you know about Augmented Men?” Donaldson asked.

			The physician focused on the dials and meters to the hyperbaric chamber. “Nothing, really. Just hearsay. My clearance doesn’t get me into those records, and we’ve never had any like him through here.”

			Donaldson looked at Trailer and Trailer nodded, still smiling. “How fast can you bring the chamber to full normal?”

			“I can blow the tanks in seconds but that’d kill your man.”

			“Do it.” 

			The physician pulled his hands from the dials. “I can’t do that.” 

			“You saw him bending those bars to get out? He doesn’t want to wait. I think you should do it now. The other option is to let him break the seal while it’s still pressurized. That’d kill us.”

			The physician stared from Donaldson to the behemoth in the chamber. “If that’s all that’ll happen, why didn’t he let us just do it? He’s already capped twenty-three people in Chelmsford. What’s so special about us?”

			Donaldson opened his mouth as if to answer and closed it. Frowning, he stared back into the chamber.

			Nothing special about us, Mr. Trailer, correct? Except you want something from us.

			Trailer closed his eyes.

			From me, Mr. Trailer? Not from us, from me?

			Trailer’s eyes opened.

			“Blow the tanks.” 

			Trailer’s attending spun some dials and pushed some buttons on the control panel. The hyperbaric chamber, the hall they stood in, and part of the foundation shrugged as the chamber evacuated to full normal pressure and atmosphere. 

			“Proceed, Lieutenant.”

			Rivers finished opening the door. 

			Trailer stepped out slowly and deliberately, as if each step required an intensity of thought all its own. His clothes had dried blood on them, mostly blotches on the shoes, pants, waist, and sleeves. One thin line of blood, as if done with an artist’s pen, arced over his breast pocket.

			Donaldson’s memories came unbidden, rushing him, attacking from all sides, riffling images at him like a deck of holocaust cards until the riffling stopped and one image remained: the knees in the blood.

		

	
		
			31 Dec 2031 
Southwestern Amazonas, Undisclosed Location
Four months, 30 days post Augmentation

			The old man kneeled on the floor looking up at Donaldson, St.Onge, Wartella, and Trailer, stiff with fear, like a steer that had just heard the Judas, afraid to move or draw attention to itself, not understanding why there was the pain of the shockrod.

			He was thin, his skin a walnut brown and tight over a face sprinkled with stubble, his hair salt and pepper gray and his left hand cut off. 

			St.Onge and Wartella took the old man’s rifle and put it in a corner, letting him see it and leaving a space for him to try for it. Donaldson thought the old Pancho would have been a handsome man, a family man, maybe a store owner or merchant in one of the larger villages. Now they brought him in as a spy, caught stealing ration tins from the wrong hut in the wrong war. 

			This man’s not a spy, he’s a thief, a man forced to steal in a terrible situation. That’s why he’s missing a hand. Iraqi mercenaries think of their camps as holy and don’t care who ventures in, they treat all trespassers the same. 

			The man never spoke, but Donaldson expected silence. As he signaled to let the old man go, the Pancho moved towards his rifle, a steer trying to escape the inevitability of the killing floor. St.Onge and Wartella descended before the man could scream a second time, his eyes glazing over as he gazed at Donaldson and Trailer.

			The body, supported by St.Onge and Wartella’s undulations, kneeled in its own blood. A pencil-thin stream of blood rifled from the man’s neck and left a line on Trailer’s shirt, across his breast pocket and mission tag. Trailer wiped the blood from the words, “Save, not all, but serve,” and walked out.

		

	
		
			2 April 2053 2000 Hours 
VAMC Manchester, New Hampshire 
One day post Surface (approximate)

			Out of the chamber, Trailer walked up to Donaldson, tilted his head back and bellowed, a sound of screech owl and howler monkey and things Donaldson wouldn’t guess at, a series of blind vocables, the Augmenteds’ cry after a successful mission, Tarzan announcing his kill. It started as infrasound, one Augment calling another on frequencies that non-augments could feel but not hear, peaked at a pitch that could make a man’s nose and ears bleed and ended back where it began, a rumble only Augments could hear.

			Trailer bore no marks or wounds. The blood on his clothes came from those in the bar. “I have to go outside.”

			“Show him the way, Lieutenant.” 

			Rivers saluted Donaldson, turned to Trailer, saluted him, and spoke clearly and distinctly, giving Trailer time to measure him and his words. “Sir, I am going to take off my topcoat, then my blue. There is a Beretta 92F in a drop holster under my right arm. Ten clips are in a drop case attached to my belt and located above my left rear pocket. I’m also wearing a belt wire and I have a BaliSong up my right sleeve.” Rivers placed his topcoat and dress blues on the floor, open and separate from each other. He then held his hands over his head and slowly rotated right so Trailer could see all sides of him.

			Donaldson watched the two men before him. Rivers was shorter and smaller than Trailer, about three-quarters Trailer’s size. When Rivers had completed his rotation, he stared at Trailer and smiled. Trailer stared at him a moment then nodded, never taking his eyes off Rivers’. Likewise, Rivers never took his eyes off Trailer’s, even as he put his blue and topcoat back on. 

			“Please follow me, sir.” Rivers broke eye contact as he turned and walked down the hall. Trailer followed, each step slow and methodical, like a long freight train slowly gaining speed.

			Donaldson started to say something to the security guard when Trailer’s quiet voice interrupted them. “Thank you.” 

			Donaldson, the attending physician, and the security guard focused on Trailer’s retreating form. He followed Rivers, walking directly away from them. He’d rotated his head one-hundred-eighty degrees to look at them as he walked away. The smile on his face appeared synthetic, like those found on plastic dolls.

			“You’re welcome, Mr. Trailer.”

			The security guard put his forehead against the wall and vomited down the cool, damp surface.

			Donaldson’s limo moved silently along the New Hampshire seacoast on Interstate 95. It was a little after midnight, a little more than one day since Trailer surfaced. 

			Traffic was light. Rivers sat in front with Merchant, the driver, leaving Donaldson and Trailer alone in the passenger compartment. Donaldson requested this vehicle: a stretch Lincoln Town Car shell on a military transport frame designed for diplomatic use in unfriendly, unsecured, and otherwise hostile environments. The vehicle could go through unreinforced cinder block walls, cross over nitrous fueled fires, pull close to three-G acceleration, maintain cruising speeds past the century mark, sustain repeated AT-7 shoulder mounted rounds without debilitation, and had a modified suspension so as to appear similar weight-wise to any other limo to scanning eye satellites. If it had to, it could take a direct RPG or LAWS hit and maintain compartment integrity. Not that it mattered. After either an RPG or LAWS hit, the driver would be dead. At that point, the AutoNoms would take over, evaluate the situation either independently - if C3I was knocked out - or by coordinating with MasterMind back at TopHat.

			Donaldson couldn’t imagine that happening, but he couldn’t imagine Trailer coming out of the Orinoco, either.

			Donaldson had specified no music, no calls, no TXT, no communiques, no intelligence, and the smoothest possible ride. Rivers handled the communications, including the full military escorts - all trained for both immediate action drills and RAM, Random Antiterrorist Measures, although Donaldson doubted such would be necessary - that surrounded the vehicle and allowed it to maintain a steady 70mph for much of the journey.

			The limo’s orientation took a slight head-up trajectory as they started over the Piscataqua River Bridge.

			The smoked windows made it impossible for Donaldson, who sat across from Trailer, to see out of the vehicle or anyone else to see in. Trailer sat back in the seat, his head turned towards the window. His eyes darted and moved in a regular rhythm. Donaldson assumed he read signs they passed and monitored traffic that flowed around them. Trailer glanced up at something. His eyes closed. He opened and locked them on Donaldson as the limo’s orientation momentarily leveled then angled down. 

			“We’re in Maine, now.”

			It was the first time Trailer spoke since leaving the hospital. 

			“Thank you.”

			Trailer watched him for a moment. His eyes relaxed, and he returned to looking out the window. “The driver has to go to the bathroom.”

			Donaldson, unsure of what Trailer would consider a neutral response, simply nodded. “Thank you.” 

			Riding up Interstate 95, Donaldson had the impression this was the first time Trailer had spoken two consecutive sentences to anyone in years and he didn’t want to blow it. 

			“The driver’s name is ‘Merchant’. What’s he plan on doing about it?”

			“Rivers told him to piss himself, but keep the car going forward or I’d go off like a tactical.” Trailer locked eyes with Donaldson then suddenly smiled. The smile looked like it belonged on a thirteen-year-old who’d cracked his dad’s porno encryptions and was sharing the downloads with a trusted friend.

			Donaldson smiled back. Trailer nodded and went back to staring out the window.

		

	
		
			15 Aug 2031 1500 Hours 
SECMED 3, somewhere in the Georgia Wiregrass country 
Fourteen days, 2 hours post Augmentation

			Senator Carl Wrobleski’s drawl could crack china. “Tell us about your Augmented Men, Captain Donaldson.”

			Wrobleski stared at Donaldson. The message on the Senator’s face was clear: Come on, son, give me your best shot. You’ve been doing an end run on me, boy. Now I’m going to roast your balls on a spit.

			“What would the committee like to know, sir?”

			Wrobleski called the meeting - unnecessary for all but political reasons - to assert his power, to demonstrate his control. True, Donaldson hadn’t kept Wrobleski in complete confidence, but neither had he briefed anyone else concerning the progress of his project. 

			But now it was time to rotate the Chair of the all-powerful Gang of Eight Advisory Committee, eight individuals with so much collective control that only a handful of people would openly acknowledge their existence. No one knew the complete committee roster but members had to be unanimously approved by the President, the Directors of the ONI, NSA and CIA, the National Security Adviser, the Secretaries of State and Defense, the Attorney-General, the White House Counsel, the President’s Chief of Staff, the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs and the Leaders of both parties in both the Senate and House of Representatives.

			If there was a tougher club to get into, nobody knew of it.

			A one-meter tall by four-meter wide black baekelite plaque dominated the wall behind the committee members. Engraved in two lines of white letters was John Le Carre’s “We do disagreeable things so that ordinary people here and elsewhere can sleep safely in their beds at night.” Every time Donaldson saw that plaque he wondered how long Gangs of Eight had existed. Baekelite, discovered in 1907, was one of the first synthetic wonder plastics. Created in Yonkers, it became the go-to compound from the 1910s through the Second World War, finally losing favor in the 1960s. It was designated historic in 1993 and became a collectable “retro” in the early 2000s. That plaque’s engraving put it around 1963 and it looked like it had been there ever since.

			The Gang of Eight Advisory Committee were Orwell’s rough men in tailored three-piece suits and ten thousand-dollar skirt-blouse-jacket combinations, and all with handmade footwear. 

			The people in this room routinely perused society’s underwear, routinely saw when society bled or if there were nocturnal emissions, routinely saw those things society knew but never mentioned, and devised solutions allowing society to believe such accidents didn’t exist. No other group in any branch of government had the access or authority, no other group in any branch of government generated the same level of joy when they smiled or fear when they didn’t.

			Nobody else could question the eight people seated here because nobody knew they existed. They evaluated JUONs - Join Urgent Operational Needs - and assigned JASONs - “independent” elite scientists performing uber-secret research at the government’s request. Not even the GAO, the much-honored General Accounting Office, watchdog of the public trust, could question or trace the funds these eight appropriated and channeled. Wrobleski held a true seat of power and had no intention of letting go.

			But Wrobleski had been in charge several turns around the sun, and this year there were grumblings. He planned on keeping the chair and, if needs be, Donaldson would serve as this year’s convenient footstool to that seat of power. Donaldson had guaranteed the viability of the Augmentation Project eighteen months ago and Wrobleski believed him. Wrobleski had believed him and had cajoled, caressed, finagled and finessed others into believing him.

			Wrobleski couldn’t lose regardless of the results. If Donaldson produced, Wrobleski won. If Donaldson failed to produce, Wrobleski would crucify him and, thus demonstrating his protection of public funds before more were squandered, win.

			The five men and three women of the Gang of Eight Advisory Committee put their heads together and whispered to each other. Donaldson viewed it as his own Sanhedrin. Sometimes he could make out distinct words in their mumblings, often as they glanced at him while whispering amongst themselves.

			A woman with a Massachusetts accent and a too-thin body, a dark pinstripe suit and dark brown hair like a luxurious lion’s mane that contrasted with her wrinkled face, asked, “What are they, Captain Donaldson? We spent close to six hundred million per and had to secure a three-fifty klick square of Dreamspace with orders to shoot down our own overflights, if necessary. I’ve got a lot of people down Arizona way ready to walk all over me on this one, so right now I want to know, what are they?” 

			Donaldson didn’t recognize her but her nameplate read Senator Astin, PhD. “Senator Astin? Would you be Dr. Martha Astin?”

			“That I am. You going to tell me your parents didn’t treat you right because of something I wrote in a book?”

			“No, ma’am. I read your commentaries on Alice Miller. Childhood psychologies. Impressive work.”

			“Thank you. Now answer my question.”

			Donaldson smiled. This is going to get interesting faster than I expected. “Are the ladies and gentlemen familiar with Merrill’s Marauders? The story of the Augmented Men begins with Merrill’s Marauders and goes straight through Britain’s SAS and Poland’s GROMs to SOCOM, the United States Special Operations Command. If it wouldn’t be too much trouble, I’d like to provide some background information that might be helpful in understanding what the Augmented Men are all about.”

			The Sanhedrin gathered itself and, after a moment’s conference, nodded acceptance. Wrobleski sat back and smiled.

			“I’d like to preface this explanation with a single thought,” Donaldson told the committee. “The function of intelligence isn’t to discover secrets, it’s to instill fear.

			“An operative brings back information that C3I uses and disseminates to various groups: S2, N2, A2, S5, whatever. But such information is only useful on linear battlefields and battlefields have been non-linear since the second Gulf War. What we’ve learned is that the best use of any mission-specific intelligence is to instill fear by demonstrating a foreknowledge of the enemy’s intended action.” 

		

	
		
			3 April 2053 0059 Hours 
Interstate-95, York County, Maine 
One day, 4 hours, 59 minutes post Surface (approximate)

			Trailer’s quiet made Donaldson nervous. He didn’t doubt that Trailer could hear the conversation between Rivers and Merchant, that Trailer could hear everything coming through the commlink, would know everything Rivers read or typed through the secured channel. The augmentation selection process specified a high MO - Medial Olivocochlear - Reflex and TCAPS - Tactical Communication and Protective System - like auditory response. They could isolate sounds near surgically by ignoring all other sounds, much like an orchestra conductor can isolate a single violinist souring a note in the midst of a symphony, all of which meant they were sensitive enough to pick up the subvocalizations most people made when they thought, hence they seemed telepathic to the uninitiated. Trailer could probably hear the conversations in cars they passed and those that passed them, and the conversations in their escort vehicles. 

			Nor did Donaldson doubt that Trailer could see through the opaque windows. The windows opaqued normal visible, high infrared and low UV. His light spectrum extended on both ends, Trailer could see perfectly in what others would consider a totally black room and couldn’t be blinded by anything less than a 200w pulse. He could distort the shape of his eyes and lenses via ocular muscle control, an extension of the orthoptics created to help the visually impaired overcome their handicap. It allowed Trailer to define targets over klicks, or work detailing within millimeters unaided. His skin could feel the minuscule temperature increase should an enemy laser-sight him, and he could release a hormone that shunted dendrite activity, essentially giving him unlimited tolerance to pain, even sending him into shock-state if necessary, keeping him emotionally distant from a given situation’s possible harm.

			Trailer gave no indications, behavioral or otherwise, of his thoughts.

			Christ. We made him perfect. 

			His eyes danced over Trailer’s fingers. Totally healed. As, no doubt, was the rest of his body.

			Trailer waved his fingers, now normally shaped and tapered, and nodded.

			Listening to my thoughts, Mr. Trailer?

			Trailer didn’t respond.

		

	
		
			15 Aug 2031 1513 Hours 
SECMED 3, somewhere in the Georgia Wiregrass country 
Fourteen days, 2 hours, 13 minutes post Augmentation

			Donaldson continued addressing the Sanhedrin. “Foreknowledge is useful but susceptible to disinformation, counter-intelligence, operation and equipment failure, compromise - I’m sure I need go no further. 

			“Now let’s take the concept of fear further, away from theater and mission specificity and into panthetical scenarios. Now what do you have? 

			“At the very edge, way out there, you have things we’ve always had in awareness but never really known about. Things everyone has experienced but not thought to name. Today we have the sophistication to give these things names. We call them ‘Demoralizing Agents’.

			“Let me emphasize that the principle demoralizing agent in theater-specific intelligence operations is not foreknowledge of intended action. Foreknowledge is mission-specific.” 

			Donaldson paused, wondering how long they would wait. He counted two breaths before one of the Sanhedrin shifted in their seat. 

			“Demoralization comes through another fear. A fear that no matter what is done, no matter what precautions are taken, those precautions won’t be enough; they will be too late, they will be wrong, they will be found out. We’ve discovered the most incapacitating level of fear is predominantly non-existent in conventional warfare and only slightly more tangible in guerrilla situations. 

			“We’ve found that a total demoralization comes with a never-ceasing personal fear that, at any moment and without any reason, the individual will be attacked as an individual, mercilessly and totally, by someone or something that has no concept of any morality intrinsic to demonstrating personal violation, someone or something that doesn’t even recognize the individual as having personhood. In short, the individual’s self-concept becomes that of a victim, with no hope of escape or reprieve.

			“Augmentation creates individuals capable of instilling that fear.”

			Senator Astin held up her hand. “It sounds like you’re making nightmare monsters.”

			“Yes, Senator. I am.”

			Senator Astin stared Donaldson straight in the eye, her face showing concern but her voice still strong, “And where do you get these monsters, Captain?”

			“Well, ma’am, you start with those who are afraid of monsters.”

			Donaldson held a TEMPEST class mobile in his hand and thumbed in a code. Two graphs filled the empty space in the middle of the room. “Part of Augmentation involves massive injections of Recombinant Human Growth Hormone and NGF, Nerve Growth Factor. Another part involves the use of osteogenin, a naturally occurring protein in bone that is key in the development of the fetal skeleton. We use enough to ensure the large subepidermal muscles have an extra plating of flexible armor. 

			Wrobleski snickered, “Thank god for CRISPR.” Nobody laughed.

			“We used two groups, one treated, the other not, although all other parameters were identical. As you can see by these graphs, the treated group gained height and weight significantly faster, outpacing the untreated group by an average of more than twenty-five centimeters and forty-five kilograms per year.” 

			His thumb swiped his mobile. The graphs disappeared. 
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