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      For Noelle

      Who convinces me daily that goodness still exists and heroes are not just make believe.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        War does not determine who is right

        - only who is left.

        — Bertrand Russell
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      Banshee came out of the darkest corner of the sky, silent and deadly, riding the glide-path programmed by computers thousands of miles away. The war-torn terrain was pock-marked with craters and darkened by fires. The team’s approach was tight, but they didn’t need much space. Banshee Team rode the night in bullet-shaped capsules opening at over sixty thousand feet to eject their human cargo into the cold night air.

      The thin wind screamed past his body at just under 500 miles per hour, but that would slow considerably in the next few minutes. One more drop, one day closer to getting the hell out of this.

      Fifteen minutes earlier, I’d been aboard the orbiting battleship Hermes.

      “Master Sergeant, did I just hear you make a disparaging remark about Ramiro’s sister?”

      I had to stifle a laugh. “Absolutely not, LT. I hold the corporal’s siblings in the highest of respect. I simply stated that I didn’t think it was right for her to be pinned up on his bedroom wall like that.”

      The entire squad broke out in laughter, as they all had seen the centerfold someone had tacked over the man’s bunk the prior day. The lieutenant tapped his comms and listened intently. He then looked up, all humor suddenly erased from his face. “We’re on in three, people. Lock into your coffins and remember to check your O2.  Review the mission brief as the objective has changed… again.”

      I groaned along with many of the others as I stared at the ceramic-composite shell of the orbital deployment pod, or ODP. What we all collectively referred to as, yep…our space coffins. This is my sixth rotation with the spacers, and I hate it as much now as the first. While Hermes was the newer class of battle wagons that Space Force had, it was still just a smelly, cramped, troop carrier. The advantage of a combat deployment vessel in LEO, or Low Earth Orbit, was you always had the high ground. One of the Alliance ships could be over nearly any spot on the globe within forty minutes and boots on the ground within another twenty minutes, assuming all went well. It often did not… go well. That was the problem.

      The LT slapped the outer casing, making me wince. “Sergeant Kovach, you good?” the muffled sound nearly lost inside the suffocatingly tight pod that was essentially just enough insulation to keep me from burning to a crisp during the initial part of reentry. My gloved fingers found their way inside the control slots, where I grabbed the handles and braced for launch.

      “I’m a fucking Space Force Ranger. What in the holy hell am I do…”

      The rest of my complaint was cut off by the ballistic launch out of the firing tubes. What had been an onrush of muffled noise was suddenly replaced by an absolutely total silence, a silence that only the cold vacuum of space could offer. I was moving away from Hermes at tremendous speed, me and the other half-dozen members of Drop Team Banshee. We first have to cancel orbital inertia before the pods’ built-in maneuvering thrusters would center us for trans-orbital ballistic insertion down onto the target vectors.

      Today’s fun little trip was coming via some nameless hellhole on the African continent, again assuming all went well. While Hermes was a Boeing Aries class battleship, the personal launch pods were designed and manufactured by a subcontract outfit in New Mexico that reportedly had already gone bankrupt from the many lawsuits of failed deployments.

      I passed the time going through my loadout trying to see what ridiculous inventory the ship’s AI had selected for today’s mission. Months earlier, we had dropped into a blizzard in the Italian mountains without cold-weather gear of any kind. I hated the bastard AI. Pretty sure it felt the same for me.

      I felt the pod’s thrusters kick on and off in rapid succession as it attempted to orient the small craft correctly. Apparently, today the internal gyros were not cooperating, as the thrusters fired again in a longer and even more jarring sequence.

      “What we bringing to the party today, Sergeant?” The woman’s voice was crystal clear despite traveling at ballistic speeds in her own pod a few kilometers away.

      I triggered the squad channel. “Rocks and pointy sticks, probably, LT.”

      She laughed.

      I gave them all the weapons load-out, “Our Standard issue Glisson MK4 Rattlers, one MK5 for Darko, and several of the Apex disruptors. Think you can hit anything with those?”

      “Don’t worry about me, Boss. What was it your old man used to say? ‘The only thing you should feel when you shoot an enemy is recoil.’”

      I cringed inwardly. Yeah… my father was an absolute legend in the Corps’ Special Forces. What Dad had mostly told me was if I ever found myself in a firefight, I should find a ‘real’ Space Marine and give him all my ammo. Colonel Jackson ‘Bones’ Kovach had been highly decorated and much beloved by the corps. That had not made him great father material, but his misfit of a son was now Master Sargent Kovach, and yes, I still very much admired the man.

      A massive jolt rattled my teeth as I felt the braking jets come to life. “Damn, never gets easier.” Outside, the shell protected me from the thickening atmosphere as the craft slowed from thousands of miles per hour to just a few hundred. The pods would not take the drop team all the way down, as its role was simply to protect the humans during the initial descent phase. Somewhere around 65,000 feet, the canister would release us into the cold, thin air high above the target and then fire off to a pickup spot somewhere safe. If everything works correctly. Many Space Force operators had cratered into the surface, still locked inside their coffins. Those drops were called smear bombs, as that was all that was typically left of the soldier inside.

      I pushed the thought away as the sound of one of the drogue chutes deploying slowed the pod even more. I braced myself for the shock of bitterly cold air as the warning alert sounded. My hand cramped as I held onto the control handles while the bullet-shaped pod fired to slow all momentum and in the same maneuver, ejected its human cargo into the dark blue, morning air. I had eight minutes of terrifying freefall before knowing if my battle suit’s own systems were flight worthy.

      Reflexively, I reached back to ensure my rifle was still slotted into its magnetic receiver on my back. It’s like a baseball player touching the brim of his cap or licking his fingers. It means nothing… and it means everything. My heads-up display assured me it was locked into place and of its current ammo count, but I liked to be sure. I flipped through the map overlaying my field of vision. The GPS had shaded much of the view in red, presumably enemy territory. The U.S., China, and Russia had all been fighting proxy wars for years, starting one military brushfire after another in little shithole countries like this.

      The Rapid Drop Teams were incredibly effective for Alliance Command in putting out the brush fires. I was second in command of Team Banshee, behind my best friend, Lieutenant Rollo ‘Hinge’ Hanson. We were all elite members of various special forces in the revamped Alliance organization, primarily the U.S., Great Britain, France, Korea, Canada, and occasionally Germany. The Alliance boasted forty-two countries, all in a mutual defense pact, but the Power-Five, as they were called, provided most of the soldiers, funding, and decision-making.

      After the various Crimean Wars of the 2030s, followed closely by the near melt-down of the remnants of oil producing gulf-states where my dad had become legend, wars had adapted to a new, smaller landscape. No longer was it two brutes battling for supremacy. Now, with a flick of a button, even an individual could start a cyberwar that might quickly escalate to real bullets flying. Hackers, criminals, and even a few third-world city-states had been terrorizing the planet for the last three decades. Now the threats were getting worse; computer hacking had paved the way for bio-hacking. Corporate research labs had been the first targets, then exotic defense technologies divisions.

      Before those in charge had caught on, many of their secrets were available to the highest bidder, and now… well, now, the planet was being overrun by terrorists trying to outdo each other with the deadliest, most menacing shit imaginable. Banshee no longer felt like a special operations fighting force, but more of a global SWAT team. We’re meter maids with automatic pulse-rifles.

      I was relieved to feel the big silk wings of the canopy fill out overhead. The glider wings’ semi-flexible composite ribs locked into place, providing a highly maneuverable and silent descent system. Instinctually, I looked to verify that all the drop team’s icons were green on my heads-up display.

      Pulling back on my control lines, I saw Hinge moved forward and lead the flight of lethal nightbirds through the still black, early morning skies. We were following a river that glowed in blue outline on our map overlays. Far below, I could see the chalky white marks of rapids and swells that humped up as they climbed from deep water to shallows and then curled over the hidden boulders on the riverbed.

      Banshee lined up in perfect formation, one to my left and the rest on a wedge to the right. There were five of them, apart from Hinge and me. The mission brief told us we’d be more than enough for this gig. My HUD displayed the world below in various shades of green. The diminished remnants of an ancient volcano bordered the lush valley to the south. It looked more like a trash dump to me, but the nav system called it Mt. Kickapoopoo or something similar. I didn’t speak the local language, but that’s what my mind tagged it as.

      Our target was a suspected subterranean compound in this overgrown patchwork of jungle nothingness. Today our band of well-armed meter maids was going after Abdul Feraz, a suspected bioterrorist who had developed a component supposedly capable of delivering an even more lethal version of some shit that I couldn’t care less about. Don’t get me wrong, I hate the bad guys. I just now question if we’re doing any good. Maybe we just make the problems worse, you know? Whenever we take one of the bastards out, someone else, usually someone even more crazy, more brilliant, more greedy steps in to take over.

      Soldiers wondering if they are making a real difference must be a universal truth. Had I known going in that the owner of the covert research lab was actually just the front man for a group of other even worse assholes who had their fingers deep into the global industrial, military black market, would I have acted differently? Maybe. None of us knew this backwoods tribal fucklord was a key member of something called the Third World Coalition, an assemblage of angry extremists busy acquiring the kinds of fun shit that would allow them to do extensive damage to our modern way of life. Okay, even meter maids stop real criminals some days. Sadly, this was not shaping up to be one of those days.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

          BANSHEE

        

      

    

    
      The ground underfoot was loose gravel, and despite the sound-deadening boots, the ability to move undetected was going to be tough. The CO motioned me to take Bayou and go right. Ramirez, call sign Robot, Danny ‘Halo’ Jenkins, and a late addition filling in for Priest was a British SAS officer named Walter Highsmith whom they’d been calling Bond for lack of a real call sign. They all took the opposite side. Banshee had one more asset, that would be the spooky-ass shooter named Smith, or more often, just Darko.

      “Darko, you are overwatch,” Hinge said, looking back toward the shadow standing just inside the tree line. “Halo, check the tablet, make sure we didn’t set off any alarms.”

      “Roger, LT,” the man said, getting into position before slipping his battle computer onto his left arm.

      I should probably point out that I am not the most patient man, not even just a little. My palms were getting sweaty inside the tactical gloves, and I was getting those damn itchy, crawly feelings up the back of my neck again.

      “Hey, Boss,” I whispered into my tactical comms.

      “What is it, Prowler?”

      “Just my spidey-sense, Hinge. Something doesn’t feel right,” I answered. All RDT jump squads were given various cocktails. Some to fight off infection and fatigue, others to make us hyper-aware, improve eyesight. And some guys, like me, well, we occasionally picked up on shit a few heartbeats before everyone else. Hinge and I had been together for five full rotations, and beyond that, he was my best friend, so yeah, he didn’t dismiss my feelings. Sure, it could be nerves or paranoia, but we were fucking space monkeys. We didn’t get nerves.

      “Everyone, Prowler has an itch. You know what that means. Watch your flanks, people!” Hinge called out.

      “Hey, Sarge, your old man ever get the bad JuJu out in the field?” Bayou asked from twenty yards away.

      I saw her scanning with a precision that was nearly unmatched among operators at any level.

      “Shit, Bones never felt nothing, he gave other people nightmares, didn’t he, Dog?”

      “Cut the chatter, Ramirez!” the lieutenant called out. “Head in the game…”

      The man’s words were drowned out by a massive explosion in the jungle off to my left. I knew Bond and Robot would have that, so I swept my weapon in the opposite direction, mirroring my partner as we looked for targets. My finger moved instinctively to the trigger, and my heart skipped when I saw the creatures hunting us.

      Lieutenant Debra ‘Bayou’ Riggs is a shooter, one of the absolute best, trained by none other than the absolutely, freakishly perfect legend of a sniper named Pearson West. Still, she was the number two trigger-puller in our squad. Second to a man who is the personification of deadly from a distance. Darko was locked in and methodically put lead down range on target again and again. On my HUD, I saw both shooters lighting up separate targets coming out of the mouth of a cave we hadn’t even seen until then.

      “What in the holy…” The only intelligible words that came to mind.

      They were dark-skinned, vaguely humanoid, but had grotesquely misshapen heads. The body’s upper torso was massive with sharp ridges of bones that do not occur naturally in most humans I’ve met. Their arms were similarly oversized, ropey muscles cording along each forearm, ending in a fist carrying a double-headed ax. The metal weapon was covered with intricate engravings that looked less tribal than maybe Celtic. Stupid to be thinking about the warrior monster’s artwork, but I’m easily distracted. Just one of the many fine traits that make me special.

      “Shit, Boss, this is a genomics lab,” Halo said as one of four snipers put two into the closest beast man on his right. Part of the skull exploded, but the thing simply sagged to one knee and never let go of the weapon. The other one came toward me with a speed that would have seemed impossible for anything that large. One of the thick arms lashed out as a fist caught the side of my helmet before I even got the Rattler raised to fire. An instant later, a massive arm was wrapped tightly around my chest.

      “Shift left, Prowler!”

      I heard Bayou’s voice, but my mind couldn’t have distinguished left from the color purple at that moment. I felt rather than saw a round hit the beast in the chest and—it bounced off. Yeah…it bounced off. Admittedly, she was using the rail gun, not the pulse rifle, but the sheer kinetic energy of one of those rounds is incomprehensibly high. It should have left a bloody trail of creature; instead, the damn thing had me in a one-handed death grip. My suit systems were beginning to fail. Warnings were going off all over, the million-dollar battle armor seconds away from being scrap parts. I could feel the thing’s chest was indeed rock-hard, but the abdomen moved in and out when it flexed or moved.

      “Coming in!” Hinge said.

      The creature still had me immobilized. I did everything I could to free just one of my arms. I felt an impact that was so close I first thought the round had hit me. Blood spattered across my visor. Another headshot on the beast from one of my team. It flared back, and with my newly freed hand I grabbed for my fixed blade knife. I was okay with a gun but brutally wicked with the German made vibrasonic blade. The only problem was my angle was bad. My own body was shielding me from hitting anything truly vital. Still, I stabbed, then slashed, trying to gut the creature. I felt a flinch, but the death grip didn’t loosen.

      “Need help, Prowler?”

      I heard Robot ask. “Nah…I’m goo…” Pretty sure I briefly passed out then.

      Hinge stuck the Rattler under the chin of the boney beast and unleashed a plasma burst that seared off the front half of the face. I was released instantly. My CO looked at me as I struggled to breathe for the first time in what seemed like weeks.

      “Clear!” one of the others yelled.

      The lieutenant offered me a hand up, then abruptly let me go as soon as he had my weight in his grip. He laughed and walked off.

      “Asshole!” I yelled at his retreating form.

      “Saved your life… again.”

      “Did not,” I replied, knowing full well he had.

      “Boss, why did Command not bother to tell us this was another one of those damn bio labs?”

      Seemed like every other mission was getting to be something like this. Gene editing had been around for half a century, but these bootleg labs were now beginning to make designer monsters. Some had no human DNA in them. They were supposedly based on a synthetic DNA; the lab geeks were calling it XNA.

      “Command tells you only what you need to know, which is where to fight, where to shit, and where to sleep,” Hinge added, staring at the open mouth of an enormous cavern.

      “That’s just wrong, man,” Bayou said, using the toe of her boot to roll the remains of the creature’s head back and forth.

      “See anything else hiding in the dark, Boss?” I asked, moving up in a covering position while I tried to catch my breath and regain a fraction of my combat effectiveness.

      He shook his head but was uncharacteristically quiet.

      Pulling back out of the cave, he held a hand to his temple, a reflexive but totally unnecessary sign he was talking to someone on a private channel. More shit from RDT Command, I was sure. The polarizing tint on his visor hid his mouth. Otherwise, I could have seen the level of shit he was probably giving them. This was supposed to have been a ‘cake-walk’ – right?

      “Some days, I wish you were still the one in charge, Prowler,” he said, looking at me with a grin.

      We both knew that wasn’t true. Hinge was a natural leader and a brilliant soldier. I had jumped rank on him, more than once actually, but my extracurricular activities kept me dropping those same ranks faster than picking them back up. I had a habit of being reckless and not following orders I disagreed with. A fact that I cared little about but infuriated my father to no end, I might add.

      “Careful, you know who is watching.”

      “You’re up, Bayou.”

      Riggs hit me on the shoulder as she passed. I fell in, rifle up, sweeping the opposite side of the corridor. Hinge moved up on our six.

      This part of the mission we were ready for. Hell, we were the best at. Banshee was always tops in the RDT mission reports. Tops on kills, tops on intel recovered, and tops on fewest casualties. Space Force doesn’t give out medals for just showing up… well, that’s not true. Some of the fleet officers get the shiny bits for doing nothing, but the Drop Team is the toughest job in the service and the one with the shortest life span.

      At one point back in World War Two, tail gunners in bombers supposedly had less than a one in four chance of getting home. RDT teams weren’t all that far behind that, mainly because in the early days we tended to have 100% losses. These days it was better, but we still took our licks. Condo was our last guy to buy it, his pod augured in a hundred miles from the target LZ back in December. Before that… let me see. Oh yeah, the Danger Twins both got caught in the same explosion when they unknowingly tripped a proximity mine while rescuing some civilian hostages in Mexico City.

      Banshee had been basically the same guys for almost a full three-month rotation. This was the last drop for this cycle, and some guys always thought that was bad luck. I put little stock in luck. I trusted my blade, my armor, and my Glisson Mark IV Rattler.

      Suddenly, without warning, another of those fucking beasts came charging at us. Bayou lit him up with a steady stream of impactor rounds, but I’d already seen how ineffective those were up close. I switched to something that would raise the gore level appreciably.

      The twin plasma flechette rounds punched out and through the angry creature. The next two cleaved part of the head from the neck. It still ran for a half dozen more steps before wobbling then crashing down to the dirt.

      “Carnage rounds, really?” Hinge asked as he bent to examine the thing.

      I caught motion as two more of the things entered from the far side. Bayou was already engaging. I turned back briefly to check on the others and saw the animal I’d just downed twitch.

      Then one of the incoming monsters’ arms flailed wildly, hitting Hinge full force on the chest plate. He flew backward, impacting a rock wall with a thud that reverberated through me. His broken body sagged to the ground. Rollo ‘Hinge’ Hanson’s health symbol on my visor went from green to red, then black.

      Something hit me from behind at nearly the same instant. I knew it was one of the other beasts.

      “Bond!” I weakly yelled for Highsmith. “Check him!” I was down on my knees, my vision tunneling toward darkness, but I could see my friend’s face. He was gone. I knew it. Couldn’t accept it, but I knew it. Fuck this, I thought. Nothing is worth all this crap. I brought my knife out and into the chest of the thing that had just attacked me. Arterial blood sprayed everywhere. The thing fell on top of me. My armor registered 583 pounds of dead weight. Shit, Hinge… Rollo was gone. The thought jarred me from what I should have been doing. “Fuck this!”

      “Up, Prowler,” Bayou said. “You’re in command now.”

      She was cold and professional. Two things I loved about her until that moment. She was right, though, our CO being KIA was not our mission. “Fuck! Okay, on me.”

      “He’s gone, Prowler,” I heard Highsmith say.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

        

      

    

    
      Bayou was the second highest ranking member of Banshee, but Drop Teams like Banshee tended to ignore things like that when it came to actual mission command. They wanted whoever could get the job done. I had traveled the rank ladder up almost to captain but was on my way back down, lazily enjoying the double chevrons of a Master Sergeant.

      Rollo was gone. Whatever these things were down here had killed him. I wanted the person who had spawned these evil bastards into existence. Now that I was the commanding officer, the mission objectives automatically uploaded into my HUD. I scanned them, stopping on the fourth objective.

      “No fucking way!” I said.

      “What’s that, Prowler?”

      “Nothing, Bayou. Fall in on our six, leave the Dark Man to look for monsters.” She was always my number two on missions I led. I trusted her fully whether or not I liked her right now. Still, I couldn’t tell her what I’d just read.

      The lab was laid out in very well constructed separate rooms all branching off the main tunnel. We’d raided several genomic workshops over the years. The Third Gulf War had been the beginning, not the end, of the freak research being done by back-alley labs and superpowers alike. Genetic research was now the single biggest line-item expense on half of the developing nations’ budgets. Some of these were noble pursuits in that they only wanted to make something better and hopefully profit from it. Like a facility in western Canada that had created a cold and drought resistant wheat. Others, such as one Banshee had seized in India, were editing the human genome. They were in the business of making copycat humans. By purchasing stolen DNA samples, they created a line of women to look exactly like celebrities from years past. They did this by a specialized gene therapy done on very young girls. The epigenetic changes were hard to regulate and apparently quite painful. Many of the girls died in the process or went insane. A few who survived to sexual maturity were then deployed to seduce and entrap rich or powerful men and women.

      These genetic code slicers were some of the worst of humanity. While I disliked my job, putting these assholes away had always been satisfying, and today would be even more so…. except for that fourth objective. 4. Secure the lab and key personnel, and keep scientific research intact at all costs. Do not question but hold for HVT exfil. Hammer teams…fuck!

      High-value targets for Hammer Industries. We were not working for those guys. Not on my watch. I saw a red notice flash into my visor and brushed it away with a gesture. I didn’t give a shit what the TOC had to say on the matter. “It’s payback time, bitches!”

      I tossed a frag grenade into every room we passed. In the final lab, a room easily 100 yards long, was row after row of clear polyglass tanks, all filled with a greenish yellow liquid. My HUD kept flashing red, but identified the liquid as a growth medium, and as I got near, I could see the shadowy figures inside. Shit… these weren’t more of the bony Neanderthals we’d been fighting. Not yet, anyway. They weren’t using young girls like the lab in India. No... that would have been too predictable, too acceptable now. Nope… these assholes were using babies. They were turning human babies into freaks.

      I moved up beside one tank, Robot close behind. I motioned Bayou and Halo to the other side. The baby in the tank rolled over and stared at me. I couldn’t look away. The mangled face had off cheekbones and a brow ridge that was already grotesquely enlarged, but the eyes and face were still that of a child.

      “Prowler, this is Command. Secure the lab and stand down.”

      I’d fucking secured it. Yeah… Command was thousands of miles away, but they monitored every away mission. They would know about Hinge, they would have seen all of this. They would have seen my trail of destruction getting to this central lab. I was going to have some ‘splaining’ to do.

      A man stepped out, his hands raised.

      “Are you in charge?”

      He nodded, a smile creeping across his dark face. “I am doct…”

      My gun fired without me pulling the trigger. No, that wouldn’t work. His head just fell off all by itself. Nah, that was no good either. Shit, I had no good reasons for why I had just killed the man. Then I looked around at the hundreds of fish tanks full of hybrid children, and I no longer cared about objective four, the military, or the scientist, or my career. Dad was going to have a shit.

      The explosions started along the back wall and raced toward us. “Clear, clear, clear!” I yelled. The bastard must have had some sort of dead man’s switch. He was going to bargain his way out by promising not to destroy the place. I saw Bayou make it into the tunnel just as the explosions reached the row of tanks I was nearest to. I heard screams of children, babies. I saw parts of them flying by me. Blood mixed with the artificial amniotic fluid coated me and every surface. I was just going to make the exit, then I slipped on the wet floor just as the last two rows of tanks went up in a massive fireball. I felt something hit me in the stomach and part of my armor disintegrating under the force.

      My last sight was of a steel rod and what my addled brain thought might be a baby’s leg—both objects sticking out of my abdomen at odd angles. I felt hands grabbing the drag handles built into the shoulders of my battle suit, then my world went white and soundless.
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      The morphine hit with the force of a hurricane. I felt movement then my mind was somewhere else entirely. This couldn’t be death…it looked too much like junior high.

      “Sit down and stop talking, Mister Kovach!”

      Mister. How could she make something as polite as that sound so filled with venom and hatred?

      She had been my eighth-grade teacher. Ms. Vanderhal. A onetime Teacher of the Year in Suffolk County, but that had washed away along with all her humor and humanity. The lesson had been to debate the merits of both sides of the discussion on using genetically modified food stocks in an attempt to alleviate world hunger. Beth Simpson had opposed it, saying God would take care of his faithful and nothing artificial could be condoned by any good Christian. They all knew she could have substituted good Republican instead and made the same argument. Both groups were still denying the climate change was in any way man-made.

      I didn’t care. I’d made my point loudly. “Do starving kids care about how the food they get was made?” That was back before the commercial food synthesizers, but still… it was such a stupid debate. If I’d only known five years later, my dad would be fighting a brutal war that broke out over those same topics. Most wars had been fought over things, stuff that one side had and the other wanted. Sometimes over purely ideological reasons, but even then, resources were a key factor. Just over sixty years into the 21st Century and the planet was ripe for a new kind of war. One fueled by corporate greed, government overreach, dwindling resources, and sheer panic as mass casualty events escalated worldwide. It started out with a dozen different names. The Okyuk uprising in southern Asia. The Basque independence fighters in Spain, The Crimea Liberation Occupation. Ten years later, they were collectively known as the PetroChem War or Gulf War 3. Eight years of the most constant global fighting since World War Two.

      The reason was simple enough: the ‘haves’ like the U.S. and Western Europe had what the others wanted. No, not wanted…needed, with much of the formerly fertile agricultural regions quickly becoming drought-riddled, arid wastelands. Drought resistant grain crops became a staple. These could only be grown by using genetically modified seeds. Seeds that were patented to just a few companies. Those countries that couldn’t afford the seed licenses, which were often ten times as much as the original, began to starve. At the same time, OPEC disbanded as the need for crude oil disappeared almost entirely. With most of the easy reserves pumped dry, no one could afford to go after the more difficult pockets of petroleum.  Most of the developed world made the final moves away from fossil fuels, although too late to help the planet. The former oil capitals who had spent a century of wealth on personal excesses instead of anything more lasting, like education, research, and infrastructure, quickly saw their empires collapse. The Islamic world, which was directly tied to the billions brought in by the oil wells, fractured into more and more radicalized offshoots.

      By 2047, clean water was nearly as scarce as food in three quarters of the globe. Yet the U.S., in its seemingly protected isolation, felt none of that. Americans existed in a bubble of presumed freedom, safety, and isolation. We watched the world burning from one skirmish after another with an abstract interest, like watching the World Cup after your team has been eliminated. It had all come screeching up to our doorstep a few years after Ms. Vanderhal’s history class, I thought. Man, had it ever.

      That was why we’re now part of the Alliance. Supposedly a global alliance, but more accurately, it was what NATO had morphed into. It wasn’t a bad organization, although it was fraught with infighting and distinctly unequal variations of equality. It also ignored vast swaths of the planet it deemed too unstable, too uncivilized, or too expensive to add. Like almost every instance of power in humanity’s past, it was great if you were a ‘have’ and it sucked if you were a ‘have not.’ The countries that were in seemed to make sport of exploiting the lower tier states. That’s why the TWC, or Third-World Coalition, came into being. They were a loose confederation of groups, some countries and some religious, some ideological zealots with a wide array of goals but one focused target: The Alliance Nations.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER FOUR


          

          KOVACH

        

      

    

    
      “That is the offer,” the man said. No hint of any expression on his face.

      This was no offer. Say yes to the enhancement or die. Sell my soul to the military industrial complex for as long as I am useful… or breathing. “And if I refuse?”

      The older man offered a sad smile. “You will die, Mister Kovach. The trauma your body has endured may already be too much.”

      Dr. Reichert had pulled me back from the comatose state to offer me one chance. Not for redemption, but for life and the ability to serve once more. “Put me back under,” I growled.

      The man’s head shook sideways, one time, very slowly. “That is not one of my options, Son. To be honest, if it wasn’t for the legacy of your father, we likely wouldn’t even be having this conversation. You disobeyed a direct order, your CO was killed. Invaluable intel was lost.”

      That fucking stung. I suppose it should have been obvious, but my damaged brain wasn’t working optimally. “You can’t prosecute a dead man, right?” Technically, I realized that wasn’t actually correct, but… well… fuck it. I’m not at my best right now, ok?

      The man had nervous hands; he was fiddling with a small black object, moving it from hand to hand. I didn’t like nervous people; seemed to me they were usually hiding something, and this ass clown probably had all the secrets. I thought I recognized the logo on his ID badge.

      “Master Sergeant, the choice is quite simple. Do you want to live?”

      What they had described so far didn’t sound like much of a life. They wanted to experiment on me. Not just keep me alive because, well, I knew I was a fucking mess. The blast had scrambled my insides, turned many of my internal organs to jelly. It had sloshed my brains around dangerously and apparently destroyed major parts of my nervous system and left at least one arm nearly useless. That, along with the burn damage, broken bones, and, well… I was barely alive, anyway. The tubes running in and out of my body and the numerous monitors were doing the actual living. I was just along for the ride. I was definitely going to sue the maker of my battle armor. Hammer Industries—yeah, they gave me a defective suit.

      “We could patch you up enough to stand trial,” the doctor said, stiffening as he glanced around the room. “Your court-material could be done by holoconference, and we could transfer you to Leavenworth after your conviction. Doubt you’d make it more than a month, but it’s an option.”

      Not even an ‘If convicted,’ I mused. The man was quite confident, or more likely had already been told what the outcome would be. No one cared to even hear my side of the events. Hinge was gone, Banshee was being broken up. All of it had gone sideways when that fucking lab blew up, and yeah, some of it was my fault—okay, a lot of it. This was why I never held onto rank very long. I tried to remember what was below master sergeant… staff sergeant… no… technical sergeant. Shit, that would be a pay-cut. Of course, I’d never been busted more than one rank at a time, but this one seemed a bit more serious.

      I was trapped… totally fucked, and we both knew it. My rage was beginning to take over and letting it loose here would only ensure the outcome. I thought again about Rollo. Seeing his face inside that dented tactical helmet. Hinge had given his life for that mission, and all I had done was dishonor him.

      As if sensing my crumbling emotional state, the doctor leaned in almost conspiratorially. “Sergeant, listen… this will be a positive thing. You will be one of the most valuable assets in the military, your record will be wiped clean, and you might even get your pick of outposts around the globe. You will be one of the first to have this level of CAE.”

      Yeah… Combat Asset Enhancements. Nothing sounded ominous about that.

      “RDT?” I asked.

      The man nodded unconvincingly. “If you wish. In fact, the muscle and calcium blockers will mitigate the normal bone loss and subsequent decreases in muscle density that is normal for those assignments. You likely won’t be limited to the normal ninety-day rotations.”

      “What about my team?”

      Magnus Reichert looked even less certain. “Your team?” He checked his data tablet before looking up. “Banshee, right? Some have already been reassigned, but yes, I believe we can keep you with them. In order for them to stay in the same Drop Team rotation as you, they might also require some enhancements. Might be best if we keep that to just you for now, maybe concentrate on dirt side ops for the time being.”

      I let my head drop in defeat. That would keep me out of most of my team’s missions. Shit, they had me; I had no outs. Rollo was gone. Ramirez had taken a round to the neck in a later mission and would likely never see active duty again. Besides, what did it matter? Not like I had a family waiting for me back home. Hell, I barely even had a home, a one-bedroom hunting cabin several hours outside D.C. Being a lab rat… no, a guinea pig for the Department of Defense was my only choice. Slowly, I nodded. “So, what will it involve?”
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      One of Doctor Reichert’s technicians removed the IV and swabbed roughly at the small bead of blood left in its place. “Can I ask you something?” The man gave no response.

      “What did you people just do to me?”

      “I’d have to check your charts,” he replied in a tone that lived somewhere between uncaring and ‘You’re a piece of shit lab experiment, and why the fuck do you keep talking to me?’

      To his credit, he flipped up the thin data tablet and swiped through several screens; then he ran a rather delicate finger down what must have been a considerable list. “Initial Regenerax bonding and your final Respirosites infusion.”

      I had no idea what any of that meant. And then he abruptly left. So, I stared down at a body and an arm that used to be all mine and now was clearly… not.

      I shifted in the uncomfortable bed, trying to not so much find a more comfortable spot as to find one that was less like an enhanced interrogation technique. Every goddamn part of my body either ached, was on fire, or felt no sensations at all. And before you ask, yes… that included my junk. I knew it was still there, hell, I could see it lying their flopping out of my wispy hospital gown that still passes as clothing in a medical ward.

      That reminds me, why in the name of all that is good and holy after all these years, do hospital gowns still offer nothing in the way of comfort or modesty? I needed a second person just to get in and out of mine. Jesus H. Christ on a bike. Okay, back to my penis. It… well, never mind, the thought escaped me as someone else approached. I could tell by the walk who it was.

      “Doctor Mengele,” I said with as much love and adoration as I could force into my voice.

      “Not amusing, Joseph. We are trying to save your life,” Reichert said in a tone like he was speaking to a small child.

      It was somewhat amusing, to me at least, and no… they weren’t trying to save my life. They had done that months ago. Now they were seeing just how far they could push a human body before it gave up and said ‘Fuck it.’ My junk had already done that, apparently. Gave me the proverbial middle finger and opted for the afterlife.

      “I can’t feel my dick,” I said with zero amusing lilt to my voice and with as much sincerity as a line like that could be delivered with.

      “Perhaps you should stop trying so much,” the doctor said in his precise monotone. “At least until you are more healed.”

      Did Doctor Magnus Reichert just make a joke? I nearly fell out of the too-narrow bed. “Do you abuse all your patients this way?” I asked.

      He smiled and removed his glasses and carefully slid them into the pocket of his lab coat. His other hand held the familiar black marble he always seemed to play with. “You’re not my patient, Joseph. You are so very much more.”

      “What, are we friends now?” my voice literally dripping with sarcasm.

      He sat on the edge of the bed and patted me lightly on my arm.

      “My dear boy,” he began, “you don’t understand this, and I’m very sure we wore out any patience you might have had months ago, but yes, I do genuinely like you. I never told you this, but I met your father once.”

      Shit, who hadn’t? Seemed like everyone even loosely connected to the military was aware of Colonel ‘Bones’ Kovach.

      Doctor Reichert continued. “I know his legacy. He was a fine leader, but I must admit I found him to be a bit, how should I say this? one dimensional, singularly focused. I know military leaders have to be purpose driven individuals, but in his case, it seemed almost obsessive.”

      I had to admit, that wasn’t off the mark, but I didn’t need a doctorate to figure that out. Try having Sunday dinner with the man. “Where ya going with this, Doc?” They had made it pretty clear already that my dad, or his friends, had a part in me being in this bed instead of in a prison somewhere… or a box.

      The doctor removed his hand that had been resting on my exposed arm. “It’s just that, well, you are not like that at all.”

      “Not a good leader, not a good soldier?” I quipped.

      “Oh, I don’t know about all that. I am sure you are. Your record is filled with considerable accomplishments. What I mean is, your personality is not at all like your father’s. You are intelligent, smart-assed, a bit more disrespectful than we expected, but also quite humorous at times. I genuinely like your wit and will miss you once this is over.”

      Dad could be funny, but generally only at the expense of others. He had a tongue that would slice you into jerky if you left him an opening. “So, I’m not a mindless drone?” I asked. “Wouldn’t that have been better for your program?”

      The older man stared off down the white corridor for a long time with a look that I can only describe as haunted expression. He took out a tissue and absently cleaned his glasses before responding. “When DARPA began looking into enhanced soldiers, Joseph, they did some abominable things. The human body is amazingly adaptable, it seems. They learned they could turn certain genes on or off with very striking results. I’m sure you remember the fiasco on the so-called cluster of warrior genes back in the late thirties.”

      I did recall that, not long after the war, a medical lab working with one of the big private military contractors created a serum that boosted the aggression and stamina of its fighters. The cocktail also raised testosterone and dopamine levels, so they fought with a ferocity that was downright scary.  Problems occurred later when the PMCs were no longer in that role. Those genetic changes couldn’t be reversed. Several of the operators committed murderous acts and were killed or imprisoned as a result. Many more killed themselves either by outright suicide or by engaging in such dangerous activities as to be nearly certain of their ultimate demise.

      “You see, every physical advantage we can give you comes with a drawback. If we make you stronger, you will need to stop and eat more. If we make you impervious to pain, you may not realize how much damage you are taking. Even the artificial red blood cells we just added to your system can be a problem.”

      I looked down at my arm… my real one, comprehending what he had just said. “Artificial?”

      “Yes, yes, the Respirosites. They are actually a class of nanorobot, a biological machine of sorts that is much more efficient at transporting oxygen to your body than regular old hemoglobin. Only a percentage of your normal blood cells were replaced, but these will give you many advantages. A significant increase in stamina, better ability at high altitude, or underwater. We estimate you can hold your breath for five or six minutes with no reduced mental functions. Still, too much reliance on them could have long-term consequences, and what remains of your body’s own organs will not accept them. I’ll have to keep you on a regimen of anti-rejection drugs as long as they are in your body.”

      “What?”

      He patted me again in what I assumed was to be a reassuring gesture. “Not to worry, Sergeant. The dosing pack will be self-administered and only need to be refilled every few months.” A chime sounded, and he stood up, unfolded his own tablet from a pocket, and retrieved his glasses again. He scanned something on the screen, nodding slightly. “Yes, very good. Looks like your vitals are settling back down.”

      I already knew the various sensors’ telemetry went to the medical tablets, as there were no monitors nearby. “So, what was it about my dad?” I asked. The man’s attention span seemed to have wandered, and strangely, I wanted to know where he’d been going with it.

      “Oh yes, yes… my apologies. My point was we can make you a better soldier, but it is always a balancing act of improvement versus cost. Whatever you gain, there will ultimately be a price to pay physically. DARPA never cared about the long-term effects of their super-soldier project, and it doomed them. We have always been a bit more pragmatic—we aren’t trying to create monsters, simply give an edge to our fighting force. It’s something that has been done for years. Even those dammed Nazis you enjoy comparing me to tried it.

      During World War II, they gave N-methylamphetamine and oxycodone to their soldiers like they were Skittles.”

      “They gave their soldiers meth?” I asked in genuine astonishment.

      Yeah,” he smiled. “They originally called it Pervitin. Later, they made it into pill form and called it D-IX. It contained five milligrams of cocaine, three of Pervitin, and a nice chunk of oxycodone.”

      “Holy shit… no wonder they fought so damn hard.”

      “Exactly, but that was only good for the immediate moment, and I’d have to say probably not even that. Soldiers that high on narcotics cannot be expected to make sound decisions. In battle, I maintain that is the most important enhancement of all.”

      “Intelligence?”

      “Yes, and that is one area where we can help without any noticeable downside. A smarter soldier is a better soldier in every possible way. Despite everything we have done to you, and it is a lot, you will be more durable, faster, have more muscle mass, get sick less often, heal quicker. Still, we are shooting for only about an eighteen to twenty percent increase over an average soldier in purely physical abilities.”

      He moved the sheet back, uncovering one of my legs, and examined it for a minute.

      “Now that alone,” he continued, “is substantial. In some ways, you should leave here able to compete with Olympic athletes in several events—running, swimming, high jump. You could probably medal with no additional training, but you won’t be superhuman, simply better.” He tapped the leg and smiled. “If we can also get a fifteen percent improvement in cognitive abilities, then… then we really have a super-soldier. Thankfully for you, you already had an impressive intelligence level.”

      “So, not like my dad?”

      He smiled. “The colonel was an amazing soldier, but ‘are we doing this because you are his son?’ I know that’s the question you keep wondering about, isn’t it? The answer is, absolutely not. At most, they may have brought you to my attention, but if you had not been such a good fit for the program parameters, I would have still turned you away.”

      The doctor moved up and shone a penlight into each of my eyes before tapping my skull much like he’d done to my legs.

      “This, Joseph. This is why you are here.”

      “So, you’re going to make me smarter?”

      The man smiled and walked away, leaving me in even more confusion.

      “What about my junk?”
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      “Master Sergeant,” the doctor began.

      This one was new, sort of. I’d had a rotating crop of attendants over the past few weeks. Each of them seemingly concerned only with whatever their particular specialty was. This one… well, I hadn’t quite figured out what she was a doctor of.

      “We… I,” she amended, “don’t want to hear about the shit we are putting into your body. That crap is as old as the old Covid pandemic when people were too stupid to get the cure for fear it might be doing something unnatural or unsafe to them.”

      I nodded glumly; I’d heard my grandad say stuff about that time. He’d lost two uncles to the pandemic back in the twenties, as I recalled. I was just being obstinate and had refused all drugs for the last two days.

      “Unnatural as in fighting off an alien invader that was intent on using you for a breeding ground before it killed you, then yeah, it was totally doing that,” she added.

      She took the data pad and looked at me. “Joe, how much do you weigh?” I knew she could check my charts, but she was obviously trying to make a point.

      “Two hundred and five,” I responded. She ran her finger across the electronic paper and did some quick calculations before turning the screen so I could read.

      “Ninety-eight?”

      “Yes, almost half of you is not human. In your case, ninety-eight pounds of alien material are taking refuge within your body. Get used to it. Much of you is simply not you.”

      The look of shock must have registered as her stoic expression began to soften into a smile. “Don’t be alarmed, this is not because of anything we did. Honey, my body is smaller, but the proportions are the same. Just like every other person on Earth.” She lay the pad aside. “We all want to believe we know what we’re made of. We try to put good things in, but we are an ensemble, a symbiosis of other organic materials and living organisms. This includes bacteria, viruses, fungi, and archaea. The greatest concentration of this microscopic life is in the murky depths of our oxygen-deprived bowels.”

      “So, you’re saying what you put in me is what… natural?”

      “No, you idiot, I am saying the complete opposite. It was totally unnatural, but big effing deal—it was beneficial. Just like the other stuff that’s already in there. It saved your life, Joe. In fact, it did much more than that.”

      The woman leaned in, her tone becoming more sympathetic. “Nearly all of your internal organs are either lab-grown or totally synthetic. You were a mess, Joe. Two decades ago, your chances of survival would have been zero. Now we have tools that can prolong, enhance, and in your case, rebuild the human body.”

      “But the nano meds, those…”

      “They are machines, molecular machinery not that different from the organic cells and bacteria that occur naturally. You’re also on an upgraded course of Regenerax which is a regimen of nanobiotics, but you don’t seem troubled by that. Is one type of nano meds all that different from the other?”

      I hadn’t thought much about that. Artificial antibiotics had been around at least twenty years. Hell, I remember taking them as a kid when I got a sore throat.

      “All this tech is designed to promote healing and keep your dumb ass alive. Some of it will make you more capable in the long run, and that’s all the military teams care about, but there will be some trade-offs. I’m sure Magnus told you that you will have to keep taking the anti-rejection drugs for life. That’s just the way it is. Otherwise, your body will literally start treating your new organs as foreign invaders. Your body will kill itself to be rid of them.” She pulled me close and used her hand sensor on my back to listen to my heart and lungs. Satisfied, she let me lean back. “Joe, it’s important you get how serious this is. Take the meds. They will keep you alive.”

      Reichert had indeed drummed it into me. I would have to take them every few months. He’d explained the consequences in horrifyingly gory detail. Fever, cranial swelling, intense pain as my organs begin to shutdown followed by the most extreme headaches resulting in diminished cognitive abilities, dementia, hallucinations. And just to make the party complete, alternating lower GI issues as my insides try to exit through my asshole. Okay, I mean, he used some fancier words, but that was what I heard.

      “What if I’m on duty? Space borne soldiers don’t have a drugstore right around the corner.”

      She smiled. “Make sure you take enough with you. The Space Force will not want to jeopardize anything happening to you, so that shouldn’t be a problem, but you can’t get this stuff at the local drugstore, anyway. It has to be custom made in one of our labs just for you, Mister Kovach.”

      So, I was part alien even before beginning this ridiculous journey. That didn’t make me feel weird at all. I looked down at my left arm. I knew there was a lot of me that was no longer me. Knowing the military, I was sure there was lots more they weren’t even bothering to tell me.

      She stood to leave, and I noticed her stop and speak to another woman standing in shadow by the door. They whispered in hushed tones, and just from the other woman’s silhouette, I knew I wanted to see more. I was mentally trying to move her into the room. Hey, I was bored. I’d laid in these damn hospital beds for months. I pulled back the sheet to see if any other body part had taken notice of the shadowy vixen… it had not.
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      Honestly, I couldn’t keep track of everything they were doing. The surgical procedures, treatments, and tests all began to blur. At some point I ran a fever, and oddly, they seemed to think this was a good thing. “So, can I get some aspirin or something?”

      The pretty and petite med tech shook her head. “Sorry, Joe, elevated core temp is one of the enhancements.”

      “Why? You mean I’m going to stay like this?”

      She offered a sad smile. I liked this one. She had been friendly at least and, as far as I could tell, completely honest with me. “Kirsten,” I pleaded, “can you get Doctor Reichert? This can’t be normal.” She was taking my pulse; the touch of her skin was awakening parts of me I had feared were completely dead. Okay, maybe a fever wasn’t all bad.

      “Do you feel bad? Are you in pain?” she asked.

      Truthfully, I didn’t. “Just chills.” She made some notes on the screen.

      “Expected, you may prefer warmer settings in the future, dress in layers. Once you begin retraining, you will also notice spikes in your temperature. This is all expected, Master Sergeant.”

      Damn…I liked it better when she called me Joe.

      “Part of that is simply the denser muscle mass and cellular boost the treatments have made. Some of it is due to a metabolism shift in your body. One advantage to this is you will probably never get sick.”

      “How is that?” I asked, now intrigued. She pursed her lips in a way I found incredibly alluring, although that could be mostly because I had been in these med wards for months already. A white room 32 feet by 18 feet, confined mainly to a bed that was smaller than the one I had in basic training.

      “Fever is normally the body’s natural way of fighting off infections. The fever is not the problem, although persistent or very high ones can do harm. We’ve improved your body’s systems to withstand the additional stress, though.”

      “So, if I always have a fever, infection can’t take root?”

      “You remember hearing how bats supposedly caused Covid back in the twenties and a new version of SARS in forty-two?” she continued without answering me. “Bats are mammals but are also notorious reservoirs of all kinds of viruses, many of which are zoonotic, meaning they can transfer to other animals, including humans. For years, researchers couldn’t figure out how bats managed to not get sick themselves. They do have a difference in their immune system, but what they found was the bats’ metabolism works at a much higher level. This is probably an adaptation that helped them master flight. Higher metabolism means higher core temperatures, and the infections just can’t take hold.”

      “So what? You gave me bat DNA?” She laughed; it was a kind of adorably sexy laugh. The sheet was tent poling around my waist. Not now, you freakin’ idiot, I thought, glancing down. She followed my eyes down and smiled more and… was that a blush?

      “No bat DNA. You won’t be needing to feast on human blood or anything. Just a slight temperature elevation. You will probably need to eat more often to maintain your weight, and your life expectancy might be slightly reduced, but otherwise, nothing to worry about.”

      She left me alone with my thoughts again. They were not happy thoughts; I was going stir-crazy in here. Magnus had been around less and less; I had no access to any news from the outside. Now I was being transformed, enhanced mostly against my will, but I had to admit some of it sounded pretty cool. A chill raced through my body as I pulled the blanket up.
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        * * *

      

      The next few weeks blended together in my head as a host of unfamiliar faces seemed to come and go. My body ached; my bones ached. At one point, my voice stopped working, and my vision began going in and out. Coming out of anesthesia on the very familiar operating room table, it surprised me to see Doctor Reichert himself. He pulled down his mask, and it shocked me to see how bad he looked. Not just tired, but exhausted. His skin was an unnatural shade of gray, the color of walls in a funeral home. His cheeks were sunken, and his eyes were ringed by dark circles.

      “Shit, Doc, you look worse than me.”

      The man smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes. He just seemed devoid of life.

      “Joe, you’ll be glad to know we are finishing up with this phase.”

      He sounded muffled until I turned my head to the other side.

      “Whoa, careful there,” he said, reaching down to my face. “That side of your head is heavily bandaged. “

      I reached up and touched it. Just one side of my cheek and ear were covered. “What was this one?”

      He looked contemplative but shook his head. “I can’t tell you, and… you won’t want to know.”

      “Is it a bomb? Did you put a bomb in my head like with Snake Plissken?” I knew it was an old reference to a long-lost movie, but hey, it was what came to mind. Besides, my dad made us watch tons of the classics, especially the stupid 2D action movies. Shit, he would walk around quoting those awful cheesy lines for weeks afterward.

      “No bomb, and no, you don’t have to escape from New York… and I think that was on his wrist,” the doctor said, impressing me with his ancient cinematic knowledge and his humor despite his withering appearance.

      “Doc, no offense, but you look like you need some of my treatments. You sure you’re up for doing surgery and shit?”

      Magnus gave a nod to the others, who discreetly left the operating room. “Mister Kovach, you understand, I’m sure, how compartmentalized things are here. It’s government and all.”

      I nodded.

      “Well, things are changing, getting worse out there. They want more assets… and yes, before you ask, yes, like you, but we have other defense projects we are working on as well. Not just here. I am sure I am one of dozens, maybe hundreds scattered around the Alliance countries.”

      I thought I knew where this was heading. “You need to deliver the goods… is that it?”

      The man’s drawn face nodded slowly. “About the gist of it, my boy. They need you and the rest of our goodies. We are going to have to speed up the next few steps, then kick you out. I’m sure you will miss seeing my pretty face, but we’ll be checking in with you.”

      I nodded, my acceptance of my fate long a non-issue. “So, what else is left? I mean, to do here?”

      “Something… unpleasant, I’m afraid.”

      Shhhhiiiitttt… he was not kidding. The next fourteen days was a constant intravenous infusion followed by long sessions in a modified MRI machine followed by hyperbaric chamber sessions.

      “The carbon graphene mesh is bonding with your bones to strengthen your skeletal frame by a factor of five,” the rehab tech said as he worked my aching legs. My body trembled. It hurt so much. Not the white-hot agony of a knife wound or gunshot, more the constant pulling apart of every bone in my body at the same time. Even my cheeks hurt. I felt like my head was being wrapped with bands of metal and a demonic blacksmith was hammering each one into place. I’d been through hell up to this point, but this was the worst month of my entire life by far.

      Finally, they left me alone and let me sleep, and man, did I ever sleep. I came slightly awake when someone was replacing an IV bag, another time when I saw an orderly changing my bed. I knew from the smell I’d shit myself. I had zero fucks left to give. I should have chosen to die back on that first day. I don’t know how long I was in that state or what else they may have done to me while I was out of it. I prayed to not wake up again because the pain never stopped, it never gave up. It was relentless and being sentenced to eternal hell could not have felt any worse. My body was on fire, my head an explosion of suffering, and my will to go on was gone.

      Later… much later, I was wheeled down a long corridor and into an elevator. People had come out of offices to wave to me. Apparently, I was leaving. Reichert had said this phase was ending…what comes next?
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      I discovered, after a long hover copter ride in a blackout cabin, and yes, if you want to know the full joy of what motion induced nausea can feel like, by all means, please do just that. Anyway… I then discovered, much to my horror, that the last of the scheduled Joe Kovach upgrades was less intrusive, yet somehow even more disturbing.

      “Look Dude,” the kid said, invoking visions of him with a skateboard and weed stick. “Like, hey… it’s not up to me, man. Shit, I wouldn’t do it, but you know it’s cool and all.”

      I looked up and yelled loudly, “Can someone find me an adult… someone who speaks English!”

      The kid with the surfer boy’s speech tried to make eye contact, but totally failed. “Yeah, like they aren’t, um… coming. It’s just me. They don’t have like the clearance and stuff. There was another girl, she used to be here. Cute, Asian, kinda militant look, you know? She helped design and code a lot of this stuff, but like, she bailed. Off the grid and shit. You know, with the politico shit going on and all.”

      I, of course, had no idea what he was talking about, having lived in a fucking hospital bed for most of a year now. “You’re the most qualified person they have?” I asked with as much respect as the situation seemed to demand... which, if you are keeping score, was precisely NONE!

      “Oh yeah, Dude, like I have degrees and shit, you know—did my time.”

      “Okay, Doctor Hotshot, what have you got for me?”

      He beamed and unclasped the latch on a silver hardcase he’d been holding. The case was just foam padding with one small object in a cutout placed neatly in the center of the padding. He gently pried it free and held it up for me to inspect. I was clueless about what it was and clearly less impressed than the kid was hoping. It was an item about as thick as an old-style credit card but only a fraction as long or wide.

      “Do I even want to know?”

      “This is the coolest thing ever, Joe,” Surfer Doc said smugly.

      So now I had gone from being Dude to first-name basis with this Mister Nerdnick 9000.

      “And where does that go?”

      “In your anus,” the kid said, trying to stifle a laugh.

      “You know I can kill you even without my enhancements.”

      “Sor, I mean, no…no, sir. It actually adheres to the base of your neck… maybe just a bit farther down.” As he bent behind me to study his subject closer, I felt his fingers mapping out the vertebrae of my spine.

      “Just sticks onto my skin? That doesn’t sound like you people. Ya’ll like surgical implanting stuff. In my ass would actually not have surprised me.”

      “Well, it sticks rather permanently,” the kid said in a tone of genuine apology. “The adhesive, if you want to think of it as that, is new. It bonds at a near subatomic level to be like… you know, totally accurate. The contents of the neural card will imbed in your skin over time, and the filaments are self-routing. Most of it is wireless, though.”

      “What the fuck is it?”

      “Oh, brain stimulator, comms array, and data retrieval and storage.”

      “It’s a computer?” I asked.

      “No.” He suddenly looked more uncomfortable. “Joe, you’re the computer. Your brain, I mean. You have been on a cocktail of neural enhancers as well as the transcranial electrical stimulation therapies. You also have the uploaded comms block from our Biological Technologies lab. This little beauty just ties it all together and allows us to go live, ya know?”

      “I’m the computer. Did you happen to see my ASVAB scores, Son? My father actually cried when he saw them they were so bad.”

      “Yeah,” he snorted. “So, I suck at tests, too. Like this one time in grad school…”

      I snapped my fingers in front of him. “Focus, Lawnmower Man.”

      “Oh, um… yeah. Okay, well, you are getting smarter, but that stuff is just taking effect. I believe Doc Mags may have even done some epigenetic changes, but you won’t be like genius level IQ or anything… at least probably not. More like, you know, it’s specialized knowledge battle tactics, survival skills, and shit.”

      This kid was about to realize the human version of a hard drive crash. My fist kept clenching and unclenching with every sloppily assembled sentence he spoke. The trigger was if he started another sentence with ‘so.’ I quickly decided that was my kill command. My father was an absentee for most of my formative years, but he made damn sure we knew how to fucking speak the English language to someone. “Scuse me, Chuckles, any chance there is a grown-up around I could speak to? Someone who hasn’t been hitting the meth pipe?”

      “Huh?” Captain Oblivious said before continuing, “Oh, hey, like nah, man… sorry, no, not anymore anyway—right?” He chuckled nervously. “Anyway, soon as this is synched up, you’ll understand better.”

      The surfer dude, doper doctor kid, moved again to my back, pulled down my hospital gown, and did something between my shoulder blades. I felt a coldness, then a sensation of intense burning, but within ten or fifteen seconds it was gone.

      “So, what? I can pay my bills through this, surf the internet, play Halo X?”

      “Nah,” the kid said. “Well, maybe. I mean, it does have some games loaded, and yeah, you could probably play the online versions.”

      “So, my brain is going to be on the Internet?” Shit, now I was starting sentences with so! Sorry, Dad.

      “Nah, just the root bios. But in time, you’ll figure out how to access it.”

      “Which one?” He knew what I meant; the Internet had evolved over the years. The original web now came in multiple flavors. Most adults like myself only accessed via the Blue line. It was more restrictive, actively policed for trolls, viruses, spammers, and such. You could only access it via a verified address that was as personal to you as the old social security number. While you could assume any public persona you liked, if you crossed the line, did something wrong, you would be fined or worse. The internet provider could and would immediately tell the governing body who was responsible where you were and withdraw the fines from your digital wallet. Therefore, behavior, while still anonymous, was much better than it once was. Anonymity no longer equaled unaccountability.

      “Oh, like for sure. Like we have it programmed for Blue. You can add your personal IP address at boot-up. Ya know, in truth, the core level AI can access all of them, even the old www or dark web if you needed it to. Built-in standard and Milcrypt text and SatCell comms of course. Battery should last indefinitely; it literally draws power from…”

      I cut him off. I had seen the old Matrix movies. More of my dad’s favorites. “That’s okay, I got it. I’m a human battery.”

      Wearable computers had been around for decades, and personal AIs had been a growing fad, but this was neither. It was more. Still, I couldn’t sense anything.

      “How do I turn it on?”

      Surfer Doc was scrolling through his tablet, humming some inane pop tune at the same time. “Huh? Oh, yeah… it’s on, Dude. So, you see, right now, it’s just synching up and installing hot patches, you know? Like to some bugs we found.” He quickly punched something on the screen. “And the interface is like pretty intuitive and stuff—you’ll know when you see it.”

      He should have said ‘hear it.’

      “Hello, Joseph.”

      A light tone had preceded the unbelievably sexy voice. Still, it scared the piss out of me. Then I realized I had not actually heard it, not aloud anyway.

      “Hello,” I replied.

      “Oh, so you don’t have to speak aloud, the system is tied into your speech, auditory, and optic nerves, so you can say it mentally or just think it. It will take a while to integrate fully, but within, say, forty-eight hours, it should be fully functional.”

      “Then this thing is running wires throughout my brain?”

      The computer AI answered, “Not at all, Sergeant Kovach. We use synthetic nerve bundles to tap into your existing systems as needed. These are biologically indistinguishable from your body’s own network of arteries, neural, and nerve pathways.”

      I knew exotic biotechnologies had come a long way, but this was an off-the-charts level of tech.

      “Pretty amazing stuff, huh?” Surfer Doc said.

      I had no answer for that. My body was clearly not my own, and I was feeling more tricked out than the latest Ford pickup and a lot less useful. “Does it… she have a name?”

      “I can be programed with one,” she answered. “Whatever name you prefer.”

      Surfer Doc smiled, apparently reading her response from the tablet screen as well. “Yeah, they have an evolving personality code that adapts to the user. We typically leave them blank for installs as some people prefer to just think of them as a tool, like a PC or Smartcomm, you know?”

      I nodded. “But even those had AI interfaces. Hell, Siri, Alexa, Doris, and Prime have been around for decades. Let’s go with Ada.”

      “Ah, your third-grade teacher,” Surfer Dude said, looking at his tablet. “Damn, she was a looker, Dude. Little Kovach was a playa.”

      “Fuck me, kid. How much info do you have on me?”

      “Sorry, Joe, I actually revealed that,” Ada said. Your memory centers lit up with that name and history, which I then cross-referenced with your old school records.

      Shit… I thought. This is going to be…

      “Fun?” Ada said in a tone that was somehow both upbeat and foreboding.
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      I was still at what they referred to as Delta Site a week later. Seven days and the only other live person I had spoken with was Surfer Doc, whom I eventually learned was named Jace. And, of course, he would be. And where was Delta Site, you might ask? I have no freakin’ clue; the government, military whatever, loves their little secrets.
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