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INTO THE VORTEX


The glowing mist coalesced, thickening into a long scar of brilliant white energy. To the villagers it seemed that the phenomenon was somehow rushing forward across a great distance. As if through the fissure they could see into a sky beyond their own, a window into what was coming. The torrent of wind heralded its imminent arrival. Something titanic. Something never before known to Earth.

The ground trembled and shook. The crackle of live electricity, the roar of an immense fire, the clamor of exploding bombs, these and more mixed into a reverberating echo, and with one final, violent flash of light the arrival was upon them.

No one ran—there was nowhere to go . . .
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T he waning moon hung low over the horizon, a sliver of white, dimmed now and again by wisps of trailing clouds. The waters of the Atlantic shimmered in its silvery light, the gentle swells gleaming like burnished steel, sweeping in against Angola’s coastline. The rolling surf crested and washed up onto a steep, shallow beach, then fell back whispering the promise of its next surge. Even here, near the water’s edge, the land knew little relief from Africa’s long days. Late into the night the sun’s heat continued to seep from the blistered ground, barely stirred by a sluggish and intermittent breeze.


Here the Maelstrom would first taste of the Earth.

A dozen fishing skiffs had been dragged well above the high-tide mark and lashed to supports sunk deeply to prevent a rogue wave from claiming one of the small boats. No harbor, no docks. Local people thought of Novo Cocarada as a fishing village because half the families relied on the Atlantic’s fickle waters to survive. The rest depended on what little they could grow in the sun-baked dirt, the few scrawny cattle and goats grazing on sparse grasses and shrub, and the generosity of village fishermen.

In a century of supposed progress, Novo Cocarada had changed little. A small collection of ramshackle buildings formed its entirety, the whole village built from warped planks, corrugated tin, and what little fiberboard had been scrounged from nearby Covelo and Lobito. A single window left open to the outside cast flickering lamplight onto a garbage-strewn road.

Novo Cocarada was no more than a small dot on some map, a narrow stretch of flatland, caught between the Atlantic and the sharp-edged foothills rising sharply into the Serra Cambonda range to the south and east. It fell beneath the military attentions of both the Union and the Neo-Soviet empire, and contributed perhaps one soldier every decade to the defense of United Africa. The global buildup of arms and increased conflict had done nothing to relieve the Earth’s poverty. The constant skirmishes had, in fact, only created more such places. That Novo Cocarada would soon be a site of infamous renown was not a distinction the villagers would live to know.

The winds struck first, without warning, smashing down from higher atmosphere to chop the ocean swells and whip up an instant storm of dust and debris over the village. Window coverings of light plastic and loose wooden slats ripped free. Hard gusts smashed lean-tos and rickety sheds into kindling. Cattle lowed their distress, and the goats bleated shrilly. The burning lamp that lit one window toppled, spilling an instant oil fire across the floor. Another dilapidated shack collapsed under the sudden onslaught. Screams of fright were lost to the winds as lightning split the sky and thunder shook the ground. A suddenly angry surf pounded the coast, the waves now rushing farther up the shore.

More lightning, twin forks that slashed across the sky and then broke into whiplike tendrils. Only this time the darkness did not return completely. A glowing fissure split the heavens, a narrow chasm filled with luminescent mist cutting across the sky, running from out over the ocean inland to the Serra Cambondas. Lightning played along its edges, to the accompaniment of thunderous noise. Over the Atlantic the mist brightened, a pulse that quickly traveled the fissure’s length. The fingernail moon paled and was lost to an artificial daylight as the strange glow bathed the land.

A few villagers had stumbled from their homes, worried over their boats or livestock. They now stood transfixed by the wounded night, their dark skins washed gray in the unearthly illumination, their eyes tearing from the dust storm. The winds poured down from the fissure above, smashing into an unsuspecting Earth before rushing outward in a furious howl. A large sheet of tin tore from the roof of one shanty, then sailed away on the gale. Whipped by the gusts, the lamp fire leapt up the walls of one house and now threatened another, the flames reaching out as they crackled and snapped their anger. Novo Cocarada was dying, and no one moved to save it. No one knew where to begin.

The driving surf continued to punish the beach. Waves lapped up against the grounded skiffs. One comber curled up to immense height, walking up the steep beach to smash two small launches and tear another from its mooring before spending itself. Thousands of liters of seawater swept into the village in a shallow flood—knocking two villagers off their feet, carrying them along several hundred meters before finally letting go. Where water hit the burning house it extinguished the lower flames, but failed to staunch the full inferno.

The wash of seawater broke the paralysis that had seized the villagers. Shaking off the shock, they began to move with something akin to purpose. One rushed to check the boats, and others to help rescue people trapped beneath the collapsed building. Their eyes were diverted from the alien sky for only a few seconds.

In that brief instant, they missed the end of Novo Cocarada.

The glowing mist coalesced, thickening into a long scar of brilliant white energy. There was no indication of actual movement, though to the villagers still distracted by the sky it seemed that the phenomenon was somehow rushing forward across a great distance. As if through the fissure they could see into a sky beyond their own, a window into what was coming. The torrent of wind heralded its imminent arrival. Something titanic in size. Something never before known to Earth. And, in the eyes of the villagers, something evil.

The ground trembled and shook, knocking them all from their feet as a new noise assailed their senses. Not a true thunderclap, like those heard so far. The crackle of live electricity and the roar of an immense fire. The clamor of a series of exploding bombs. These and more mixed into a reverberating echo, and then, with one final, violent flash of light, the arrival was upon them.

The fissure cracked, and a long tendril of blazing energy tens of kilometers long and easily a full kilometer across fell from the sky over Angola’s coast. It struck into the Atlantic first, far to sea, pushing the water back in great columns and building twin tidal waves that rushed off north and south. The line continued to descend, plowing the ocean and raining lightning over the land.

No one ran—there was nowhere to go, to hide, no safe haven. Some prayed. A few were mercifully shocked past any ability to think clearly. Most expected a wash of heat or burning energy to incinerate them, having for decades understood the very real threat of a nuclear end. Neo-Soviet forces had demonstrated time and again their penchant for such weapons, though never on African soil.

But as the tendril fell over the village, the touch of energy did not burn, and was not comprised of true light. The villagers’ final sensations before death claimed them were of cold, and darkness.

The wall of energy stood several kilometers out to sea, running southeast to Angola’s coast and over the site where Novo Cocarada had once been. It stretched up into the Serra Cambonda range, filling valleys and stretching over peaks until overlapping with the Catumbella River.

Nearly half a kilometer high, it remained for several long seconds—exactly as much time as it had taken to fall from the sky. Then, as though with casual indifference, the tendril rose slowly back into that sky, tearing up the Earth as it left. The land came away with a terrible cracking and grinding, as if an immense hand had gouged into the ground and torn it away. Several hundred meters deep at the coast—over a full kilometer where the crackling energy had pooled into Cambonda valleys and now uprooted entire mountains—and several kilometers wide. And with a final shattering of the sky with violent lightning and deep, roaring explosions, the tendril was washed over in a blurry field of energies that widened the fissure. The arm of blazing energies slipped back through, pulling the stolen land with it.


Surrounding territory continued to shake with violent quakes, the Earth stressed from the sudden loss of mass and the pounding as the Atlantic waters rushed in to fill the deep void. The roar and boom of a thousand waterfalls thundered in the night, a terrifying discord heard as far away as Covelo. A new rush of wind scoured the arid lands as air was displaced by ocean. Quickly undercut by the raging torrent rushing inland, large swaths of coastal land slid into the chasm, widening the newly made bay. Millions of liters of seawater rushed by the headland every second, pushing a great wave farther into the interior of Angola. That wave finally burst and washed up over sea level some twenty-two minutes and seventeen kilometers later. The deep bowl continued to wash and flood, fighting to establish itself with the Atlantic.

The canyon ripped through the Serra Cambonda range would never be filled, the majority of it being above sea level. Cliffsides collapsed and slid into the canyon, barely denting such an immense evacuation. The Catumbella River diverted its course to fall into the deep gorge, leaving dry the Angola towns of Benguela and Lobito along its original bed. Eventually the river would trace a path through the gigantic canyon, reaching Cocarada Bay to begin its fight to establish a freshwater basin. By then news of the incident would have reached the Union and Neo-Soviet intelligence communities. United Africa would have its first inspectors on-site, who could do little but make inconclusive reports. The fissure had already closed, leaving behind no evidence of what had caused such devastation. Gentle swells again moved easily toward Angola’s coast.

And a thumbnail moon continued to rise in the African night sky.
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N ight cloaked the waters of Karskoye More, the darkness guarding the Union Army’s infiltration of Neo-Soviet territory. Colonel Raymond Sainz, commander of the Seventy-first Assault Group, stood on the observation deck of the lead Leviathan antigravity vessel, holding tight to the safety rail. Ahead lay more darkness occasionally lit by the flicker of distant lightning. At his back the immense vessel’s open bay held a dozen Hydra ag transports and several support vehicles awaiting off-load to the northern shore of Siberia. All but a few soldiers—scouts mostly, unused to tight confines—remained canned.


Through the light squall of freezing rain Sainz could barely make out the other two vessels carrying the rest of his command, though all three Leviathans were running at close quarters. Water beaded and ran off his camouflaged foul-weather gear, a few drops finding a seam at his neck and dripping icy fingers along one shoulder. Sainz was a big man, standing 1.9 meters tall, and with a touch of natural bronze to his skin hinting at his Mexican-Union birth. His broad face pinched into a frown as he studied sea and sky.

“What do you think, Colonel?” The vessel’s captain, Jorgen Fredriksson, stepped from the protective alcove that led to his enclosed bridge. Tall even for a Scand, he was the only man aboard who forced the colonel to look upward. Despite the weather, he wore only a thick sweater under his standard uniform, as if the cold and rain dared not bother him.

“These aren’t my home waters, Jorgie.” Sainz pronounced the captain’s name Yorgie, his polyglot skills giving him familiarity with the Scandinavian tongue. “But born and raised in Matamoros, I never saw water behave like this except once in the eye of a hurricane.”

He gestured out to where nearby swells ran at odds with one another, as if tide and current and wind no longer affected them. A set joined together for a moment, pitching upward high enough to slam the side of the antigrav vessel and shoving a hard jog into its glide path. Sainz gripped the rail even tighter. In the open bay soldiers cursed as they tumbled to the deck or were thrown up against one of the Hydras. Too late the Leviathan’s terrain-compensation circuitry kicked in, raising the huge craft another few meters only to settle back to an efficient glide when no further large waves were detected.

Captain Fredriksson held his footing with a wide-legged stance, needing no extra support. “Ya, well, there’s no hurricane about. I’ve run missions over northern waters for fifteen years, and never seen anything like this. And it looks like we’re heading into much worse.” He nodded forward, past the bow and toward the distant light show. The flickering glow of heavy lightning jumped over a fair arc, and for a brief second lit up several degrees of the southern horizon. “That looks to be centered just east of the city of Dikson. We’ll skirt it by fifty kilometers or better, but I’m still betting we catch hell trying to make Taymyr Bay.”

Sainz wouldn’t presume to debate the captain. It was Fredriksson’s knowledge that had convinced Union brass to risk three Leviathans on this insertion rather than the more easily detected Navy amphibian transports. The Scand officer had known just how close they could skirt the northern defense post Novaya Zemlya without detection, and could identify any stretch of Neo-Sov northern coastline at a glance. He also guaranteed full withdrawal of the Leviathans before the four hours of northern night ended.

Sainz’s brown eyes locked onto the captain’s frosty blues. Both men blinked water from their vision. “Are you saying the insertion is in danger?”

Fredriksson laughed, his deep voice a hint of thunder itself. “No Scand would worry about a little storm while in command of this monster.” He slapped a metal bulkhead. “The sea’s no match for a Leviathan. Not even as strange a sea as this one.”

He paused and studied the horizon. “A tidal wave might flip us,” he said, his tone a touch more cautious. “Heard one wiped out Lagos in Nigeria last week, after some disturbance near Angola. You think we have a similar problem?”

Sainz considered the several ways he might answer that question. Fredriksson was obviously fishing for information, and in a way that didn’t exactly violate secrecy orders. Sainz appreciated the captain’s desire for more information. It came with accepting command and responsibility for the lives of others. But the final truth of the matter was that Sainz didn’t really know. And any discussion, no matter how vague, still impinged on the oath he’d taken as a Union officer. In twenty-three years of service, Raymond Sainz had managed to avoid any compromise of his personal honor. One of the major ways, he believed, the Union differed from the Neo-Soviet empire. One of the differences he fought to protect.

“Get us to shore, Jorgie.” He broke from the captain’s wintry gaze, again searching the darkness as if he might detect any hidden threat to his command. “Just get us to shore.”

* * *

Clouds rolled away on a sharp northerly wind, opening the sky back up to a brilliant field of stars. The early dawn of extreme northern lands was still a good hour away, touching the southeastern horizon with only the dimmest light. The bulk of the Seventy-first Assault Group, unofficially known as Raymond’s Rangers for their CO’s former career in special forces, was drawn into its two columns awaiting orders to move. Pickets established a safety perimeter at two kilometers. Nearby, a small wooded stand grew up from a shallow, bowl-shaped depression, probably fed and kept alive by a hot springs. Everywhere else, one saw arctic plains and low, rolling hills covered by scrub and short, straw-colored grasses. Nothing to indicate trouble.

You think we have a similar problem?

Fredriksson’s question continued to haunt Sainz, the more so as scouts sent to recon the deployment zone reported back their qualified “all clears.” No Neo-Sov forces. No remote-detection equipment. The huge Leviathans had departed after depositing their charges on the north Siberian tundra, removing the greatest risk for accidental detection of his command. And topside brass had promised a window in the coverage by Neo-Soviet internal-security satellites. It should have left him feeling as secure as he might be in enemy territory.

What had him uneasy was the specimen he held in his hands and the oddity he was kneeling next to. One of the scouts had brought him this sample of petrified scrub. Though neither botanist nor geologist, Sainz still recognized its inexplicable nature. This was not a sample of vegetation turned rock over centuries of fossilization. Its twisted length was fully intact, from evergreen needles to a full root system, as if turned to stone in an instant’s time. Dirt still clung between petrified tendrils of the rootstock. The pathfinder had reported finding an entire field of them, as had other scouts. One also claimed to have seen a plant that looked spun from glass, though it had shattered at his touch.

Sainz preferred to believe the latter another manifestation of this strange petrifaction process. He had enough of the bizarre to deal with already in that the stones he knelt over also defied immediate explanation. Salted over the ground for hundreds of meters, glossy smooth like obsidian, they glowed with a lustrous emerald sheen. Pebbles to the size of a man’s head. Slightly warm to the touch. At first the Union troops had worried over intense radiation or some new chemical threat—CBR was always a primary concern—but the unit’s ChemBioRad experts quickly confirmed that the area was clean. Or as clean as one could expect in Neo-Soviet territory. No reason to worry.

Still, they had taken samples for later study. And Sainz remembered the footnote attached to the Eyes Only report from United Africa—the strange mineral deposits and “unexplained biological damage” noted by investigators at the Novo Cocarada site. It left him with concerns of his own for the safety of his people.

Footsteps scuffed the ground behind him. “I have the juniors assembled at the trailer,” said Major Rebecca Howard, his XO. Her voice was rough from years of shouting commands but not altogether unpleasant. Short and compact, she wore her long, wheat-colored hair in a single braid sealed in place with a special wrap when on duty. She toed at one of the glowing stones with the rough tread of her combat boot, flipping it over. It had rested in a slight depression, as a natural stone would, but came away clean of any earth.

“Not still worried about these rad-stones, are you?” she asked.

“They’re not rad-stones,” Sainz told her.

Howard shrugged uneasily, then breathed on her ungloved hands to warm her fingers against the Siberian chill. “Then why did the CBR boys make a point of bagging them in lined satchels?” She flicked the bulge made by the personal dosimeter sewn into a pocket of her fatigues, a passive detector that would be read after the mission to estimate her personal radiation dosage.

“We’ll know later, of course, but I’ll bet we’re off combat duty for a year after this one. And I’ve read of similar effects. The Neo-Sovs pasted a lot of real estate with neutron bombs over the last century—I hear some rocks in China are still glowing, even from the sites hit back in ought-nine.”

Sainz ran a hand back through his short dark hair. “Sure, sometimes we see a glow of white or even reddish orange. But never green.” He shook his head. “And never this far north. Why aim a strike up here?” He gestured to the open tundra.

“No,” he said, rising to his feet, “this is something else. Except for when they flattened Novosibirsk to put an end to General Matirov’s four-hour rebellion, they never walked a neutron device north of Sayan Khrebet.” Seeing Rebecca’s frown, he gave her the translated name of Sayan Mountain Range.

Her frown deepened. Sainz knew that some officers resented his mastery of languages, which included several dialects of Russian.

“So a power-plant meltdown, then,” she said. “They’ve enough of those in the region. Or maybe it’s something new. Will you allow it to hold up the mission? Sir?” She blinked rapidly, then looked down at one of the glowing emerald green stones on the ground.

Sainz smiled thinly at the implied rebuke. Rebecca Howard was as good an exec as he could hope for, and usually she kept her animosity buried. Her home state of Texas was, after all, a reluctant member of the Union. Texas supported the old American states above all, tolerating the Canadians but looking down on the equal status given Mexico. Many Texans barely concealed their hostility when speaking to those they considered inferior. In four years and eleven combat assignments, Major Howard had never allowed that bias to interfere with her duty. That it did now revealed her nervousness, whether or not she would admit to it. The colonel let her challenge slide. Everyone’s nerves were stretched taut.

“This mission won’t be held up, Major Howard. For anything. Let’s hit the trailer and put on our show for the juniors.”

His nod got her going, but Sainz remained a moment longer, still holding the piece of petrified scrub amid the field of glowing stones. He looked around him at this disturbing place one last time, then knew he had to be on his way as well. He hadn’t revealed to Howard the changes he was making to the mission’s deployment. He would save that for the trailer.

And that would save any discussion for much later.

The Hades command glider was the unit’s most advanced vehicle. It was smaller than the Hydra troop transport, packed with an incredible amount of communications and sensor equipment as well as a turret-mounted light rail gun. Its angular body, like that of the Hydra, incorporated a healthy measure of stealth capability, especially when charged with the signal-dampening field. Antigravity fields were stronger, allowing it to run smoothly over very rough ground, and it packed an improved thrust-to-weight ratio. Able to outrun any other vehicle deployed by the Seventy-first, it was still referred to as the trailer because Union tactical doctrine always placed command transports near the rear of any column. A dozen men and women gathered around the grounded Hades, waiting for their commanding officers. Waiting for the show.

The show was part procedure, part superstition—like most military traditions and protocols, Sainz suspected. The Seventy-first had been well briefed before departure, of course. But operational guidelines recommended a refresh for junior officers and senior enlisted personnel once a unit hit its deployment zone. It was crucial that everyone set the same foot forward when leaving the DZ. Sainz and Howard had, over four years together, honed their routine to a fine edge. Each knew which questions to field and how to play off the other’s comments.

The assembled soldiers came to attention, saluting as Howard and Sainz walked up to the command vehicle. All faced Colonel Sainz as they did so, except for one sergeant who turned away just enough to hint at a rebelliousness without being called on improper honors.

The two officers stopped just short of the group, and Sainz flipped a quick salute back to the assemblage for the both of them. Rebecca Howard nodded, and said, “Stand easy.” The seven junior officers relaxed, arms folded across chests or leaning up against the Hades. The senior sergeants present fell into easy parade-rest stance, except for one of them who slouched back against the command vehicle.

Howard led off. “You know the drill. Intel has placed a Neo-Sov weapons facility in the plateau region southeast of our DZ. It’s our one and only target this run.”

“Chernaya Gora—the Black Mountain—is not turning out standard arms,” Sainz said, giving the Neo-Soviet name, and its translation, for the facility. “We aren’t worried about another few thousand chem-sprayers or Kalashnikov rifles. Black Mountain has its own liquid-metal fast-breeder reactor and is fully capable of nuclear-weapons production. Very likely it houses facilities for chemical and biological weapons, as well as any prototype weapons of mass destruction.”

“Like the Angola blast device, Colonel-sir?” This from Sergeant Tom Tousley, the senior sergeant leaning casually against the command transport. Carefully disrespectful, as his earlier salute had also been. “That is why we’re here, isn’t it, Colonel-sir?” Tom Tousley was a Texan like Rebecca Howard, but he was everything she was not when it came to proper conduct. Tousley was the one who had dubbed the Seventy-first the wetback brigade the day Sainz formally accepted command. That comment had cost him a rocker stripe, administrative punishment, and his position as command master sergeant.

Sainz might have bounced him all the way back to the Union Army Replacement Department, except for Howard’s personal intervention and the sergeant’s record. The fact remained that Tousley, for his one major fault, possessed skills Raymond Sainz needed. He was a man willing to do whatever it took to get the job done.

Fortunately for the continued preservation of Tousley’s rank, Howard did an excellent job of reining him in and keeping any discipline unofficial and off the record.

“I don’t want to hear chow-hall rumors about what may or may not have happened in Angola,” she told the group, “and how that might influence our mission. Or whether it does. Or whether it should. United Africa released its statement, basically explaining nothing. The press printed some slanted supposition, but even less in the way of fact. So, end of file. We’re here,” she said harshly, giving Tousley a hard stare, “to end a very real threat to the Union.” She waited until Tousley dropped his gaze, conceding the point.

Sainz nodded support for his exec. He also had an idea of what victory might mean in the larger scheme of things, though he couldn’t share such thoughts, not even with Howard. The Siberian lowlands were considered the Neo-Soviets’ greatest weakness. It was an immense, sparsely populated territory, through which an enemy army could hope to move undetected. Which was exactly what the Seventy-first proposed to do. An army that could gain access to the Kirghiz Steppe could then swing south of the Urals, with all of the empire’s southwest lowlands left wide-open. Take out or hold Moscow, Kiev, and Donetsk, disrupt or destroy Gorki, Kuybyshev, and Sverdlovsk, and you paralyzed the Neo-Soviet empire. China breaks away first, likely followed by what was left of Korea and then Japan. Sainz had heard it called the Siberian gutshot.

“Chernaya Gora should be in or around Gory Putorana,” he said, returning to the briefing and identifying the mountainous region they would be searching. “This puts us in the neighborhood of Noril’sk. That city’s our biggest threat, since the Neo-Soviets maintain three decent task forces there under competent commanders. If even one takes the field against us, we’ll know we’ve been in a fight.”

“The Putorana area,” Rebecca Howard said, stumbling only slightly over the unfamiliar name, “is not too unlike the Four Corners region, if a bit smaller and taiga versus high desert. Still, I expect our training on the Colorado Plateau should pay off. You’ll see similarities. A good variation of temperatures between night and day, though this time of year it shouldn’t dip into freezing. There are forested areas that can hide us from the Neo-Sovs. And a lot of deep canyons where the Black Mountain facility can hide from us.”

Staring off slightly south of east, Sainz estimated by the brightening sky that less than thirty minutes remained before the north’s long day began. Time to broach the changes, and get the Seventy-first’s twin columns moving. He drew a deep breath of the chill air.

“Because we’ve already seen a few minor surprises,” he said, alluding to the curious discoveries made by the scouts, “every pathfinder patrol will be backed by a combat squad.” Howard hid her surprise well. Only a slight tensing of the shoulders gave her away, though the semirigid padding of her field uniform hid most of that. “I want our people covered.”

Only Sergeant Tousley looked ready to take issue with the idea. Sainz had expected as much—the change meant combat squads would be pulling extra duty.

Howard headed off any problems by saying, “You give the pathfinders room to operate. Don’t crowd. You’re there for support, in case things go wrong. Not to make them go wrong.” Whether or not she agreed with the change, she certainly made it sound as if the idea had earned her full support.

And Raymond Sainz knew when to take an advantage and leave well enough alone. Down to the hard sell. “We know the signs when the Neo-Soviet empire is feeling bellicose. They haven’t varied too much since the zero-nine invasion of China. They escalate, stockpile, and threaten. And then burn a good portion in one massive strike. We’ve held them off every time it’s come our way. This time we hope to stop them during the escalation phase. Taking out Chernaya Gora will do that.”

“And,” Rebecca reminded them, “if we’re caught before we finish the job, it might just drive them straight into their strike. So stay alert; on your toes and by the numbers. Here’s where we prove the Seventy-first Assault Group is a cut above the rest.”

A good end to the show, Sainz decided. He nodded, once and finally. “Dismissed,” he said.

As the juniors headed off to their various posts, Sainz did not move from his spot alongside the Hades. “We’ll talk under way,” Howard promised, then she, too, left to make one last check of the columns.

Sainz had no doubt of that. If he was a bit more cautious, it was because he knew more of the report on the Angola incident and how some of the African phenomena compared with these local oddities. He also had a better idea of what was at stake on the mission, though first he had to prove that a large force could operate under stealth in the taiga lands of Siberia. And since that test directly impacted on the survival of his command, he ranked it fairly high. So far, at least, nothing seemed to stand in the way.

It was a thought Raymond Sainz hoped would not come back to haunt him.
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A s the airlock processors continued pushing Mars’s thin atmosphere aside for a Terran-norm mixture, Brygan Vassilyevich Nystolov peeled himself out of his environment suit. “Brygan the Bear” never waited for full atmosphere or the heated changing rooms. Didn’t have to.


He quickly broke the hard seal down the chest of his protective suit and shrugged it off his wide shoulders. Made from a dark material backed by an insulated liner of silver-gray fabric, the suit clung to him like a second skin. Where he pulled it away, the sub–zero Centigrade temperature stabbed through his undergarment.

Ignoring the air’s freezing touch, he hiked the suit down to his thickset waist. This freed the wide neck skirting attached to his helmet, the thin material covering his shoulders and good portions of his chest and back. He’d designed the suit himself to be a system of overlapping folds in order to be free of the maddeningly rigid helmet collars most suffered when suited for Mars’s hostile environment. The helmet and skirt came away easily, his beard rasping against the suit’s inner insulation.

He cradled the headgear in the crook of one well-muscled arm and tucked the skirting up into the bowl of the helmet. Doing so, he caught a glimpse of his own face in the helmet’s reflective bowl; dark eyes almost black, set in a red-tanned face framed by dark bushy hair and trimmed beard.

Drawing a deep breath of the cold, thin air, Brygan curled his lip at the trace odor of stale sweat so typical of Neo-Soviet bases on Mars. It spoke too easily of an overtaxed scrubber system and the press of bodies in close quarters so common in the Mars colonies. He would know, his duties as scout and surveyor having taken him to every outpost many times over. Some he liked better than others, the ones where he had room to get away by himself. But this one, the Baskurgan cliffside base on the lower slopes of Ascraeus Mons, was bad. The main control center for Mars operations, its narrow corridors connected deep warrens crowded with Neo-Soviet military.

The insulated gloves finally came off, and he clipped them to his belt after brushing a wispy cloud of red fines from the dark material. The airlock’s inner door cycled open, and Brygan glided forward in a stride he had perfected for the two-fifths standard gravity of Mars. Though still half-undressed and carrying his helmet with him, he bypassed the changing rooms. Some officers frowned at his appearance on the lift up to command levels, but no one bothered him. No one ever did.


Down a long corridor, and then into the chaos of Mars control. Computer stations packed the room wall to wall, the colored wash from their screens providing better illumination than the dim overhead lights. The room felt electrically charged from all the equipment. Operators and military men worked their way along the narrow aisles between stations, looking distracted as they compared data and argued. Brygan frowned. When technicians and the military were distracted, that left no one in control.

Almost no one.

He spotted General Vladimir Leonov near the plex wall, hands clasped behind his back, staring through the thick, transparent material to the violent landscape beyond. The outside floodlights washed enough light back in to show the general’s iron gray crew cut and uniform outline. The large man wore his officer’s trench, a rigid-armor vest with ballistic cloth falling in straight lines from the waist.

Brygan maneuvered the cramped aisles with a casual grace belied by his stocky frame. Though only 165 centimeters in height, his thick body lent him the solid appearance that had earned him the nickname Bear. His rogue habits likely contributed to that as well. He had come to Mars for Mother Russia and the Neo-Soviet empire, yes, but also for the freedom of exploring a vast wilderness, alone. It was how he worked, trusting to his own skills and near-preternatural senses and his touch of goryachee—the hot stuff. The high-radiation environment so many Neo-Soviets were exposed to in their lives had developed many low-grade mutations. Brygan’s gave him less need for insulation from the extreme cold temperature of Mars and the ability to survive on a thinner oxygen mix than most. Though he couldn’t breathe the Martian atmosphere, he could stand fully exposed to the negative-ninety-degree Centigrade mean temperature for a fair length of time.

Joining Mars’s commander at the window, Brygan stood at some semblance of attention. “Strasvi, Comrade General Leonov. Reporting as ordered.”

Brygan did not salute. Though a ten-year veteran of Mars, he technically held no formal military rank. That would have placed him in the chain of command, and the Neo-Soviet military put little faith in rogue individuals such as Nystolov. The group would always be more important, and more desirable, than the individual. The empire did not mind exploiting talents such as his, but would never give him authority over others. And that suited him. So a semiformal greetings would have to suffice.

The general nodded brusquely. “Da, Comrade Nystolov. Strasvi.” His voice was muffled slightly by the armored vest’s high collar. The thick guard up front was wired for sound augmentation to amplify the general’s voice if need be, and also came with a concealed mouthpiece for five minutes of secure air even on a chemically polluted battlefield. On Mars, such a feature was not without uses. “Welcome back from oblivion.”

A Mars-traditional greeting, held over from the early days of the red planet’s exploration. Brygan stared out through the thick plex, taking in the landscape he had come to know and appreciate. Barren rock and dust, scarred and pocked from an ages-old shower of micrometeorites. Crimson streaked with darker rust reds. The lower slopes of Ascraeus Mons looked like a blood-drenched battlefield. “Oblivion and I remain on good terms, Comrade General. What was it our first cosmonaut to Mars said? ‘Everything to be cautious of, but nothing to truly fear.’ ”

“Pavel Shtavyrik,” the general said, with a nod. “Three times he commanded missions here, bringing supplies to establish our first base. A hero of the people. Still, he died on Mars.”

“The danger of familiarity,” Brygan agreed, reluctantly tearing his gaze from the view and back to the general. The man was of solid build, topping Brygan’s medium height by a dozen centimeters. Red-brown eyes—a cosmetic mutation. A scar ran from the general’s left temple, curving toward the cheekbone, then back to the base of his left ear—a souvenir of last year’s battle against Union forces trying again to win a foothold on Mars. Armored gloves covered each hand, fitted with a protective exoskeleton.

Many of the personnel assigned to Mars had some touch of goryachee in one form or other. An added advantage for dealing with a hostile world. The Neo-Soviets did not possess the refined terraforming technology of the Union. The empire made do on the sheer might of its people. The general was a case in point—his strength was legendary. With those gloves, Leonov could punch through the thick plex without so much as scarring his hands. He was the only other person Brygan knew besides himself who often worked out under full Terran gravity, though the scout could not match half of Leonov’s weight press.

It did give him cause to wonder, though, about Leonov’s position near the plex. A subtle warning against those who still thought the path to advancement lay in a carefully staged coup? Or simple intimidation? Brygan glanced back to the main floor where operators and junior officers continued to work, with the occasional nervous glance toward their general.

“We have a problem?” Brygan finally asked, obviously rhetorical.

“Only one? That would be a welcome relief.” Leonov glowered at the men gathered about a nearby console. “Our Mental has informed me that Union forces have landed a new expedition on-planet. We did not detect them, again, and skywatch offers only excuses. And now half of the alleged geniuses in this room cannot explain our communications trouble with Moskva.” He glared even more mercilessly at one hapless technician who happened to look up at the wrong time.

“Well?” Leonov demanded of the man.

“Comrade General, we still are not sure,” the tech stammered. “The disturbances behave similarly to interruptions from heavy solar radiation, but no large flares have been detected and radiation readings are nominal.” He swallowed hard, looking to one of his fellows for support. “The satellite array did lose tracking on Terra for an instant earlier today, but no cause has been determined, and it does not appear to be related to current difficulties.”

Leonov reached out one gloved hand to touch the plex wall. Brygan drew in a deep, silent breath of the stale air, just in case.

“You tell me what it isn’t and what shouldn’t be involved,” the general said, his voice dangerously quiet. He brought his free hand up and slowly closed it into a tight fist. “I want communications restored with Terra, and I want it done now.” Several men and women visibly paled under the general’s gaze.

Mention of Ascraeus’s Mental, one of the rare individuals who exhibited extraordinary powers of the mind, instantly caught Brygan’s attention. Though pitifully weak of body and ostracized to an even greater extent than rogues like Brygan, it was the Mentals who’d helped save Neo-Soviet security when technology and manpower failed to detect threats. If a Mental said that the Union had landed on Mars, then it must be so. And likely up to Brygan to track them.

“You want me to locate the Union expedition?” he asked the general.

Unspent, Leonov’s anger continued to color his voice. “Da, Brygan. The Union controls Venus and Europa and who knows how many other outposts out here. Mars belongs to the Neo-Soviet empire. We fed it our blood and sweat while they built their precious atmosphere processors in the safety of Terra’s gravity. We will not give it up now. It is ours by right.”

Brygan ignored the speech. “Chaos or the Labyrinth?” he asked simply.

A grim smile touched the corner of Leonov’s mouth. “Aureum Chaos,” he said. “They always want to buy themselves time by putting down there or at Noctis Labyrinthus, thinking we will never find them in those twisted, broken lands. All they really do is pin themselves into an enclosed area with limited options, waiting for us to come destroy them.” Only grudgingly did the general admit, “A mistake that many would make, though.”

“I would not make that mistake against you, Comrade General.” Brygan finger-combed red fines from his beard. There was no escaping the minute dust particles that covered so much of Mars. To live on the red planet was an agreement to ingest and breathe them. To feel the ultrafine grit against your skin and constantly shake the red dust from your clothing.

Leonov frowned, either at Brygan’s challenge or the fall of dust in his command center. Brygan had made his peace with the red planet long ago. He knew where he could push, and where Mars would kill him if he paid too little respect. That relationship was what made him invaluable.


Amid the incompetence currently demonstrated by the rest of the command center, Brygan decided to remind Vladimir Leonov of that fact.

“I would take control of the orbital facilities,” he began, “and then land a base on the higher slopes of Olympus Mons—or perhaps the caldera of Pavonis Mons—against you. Make you expend energy coming up to meet me. Every time you launched missiles, it would give me a fix, and I could respond with gravity-assisted bombardment.”

Leonov nodded slowly, his irritation forgotten as he envisioned such a plan. “Perhaps you could hold one of the magnificent mountains against me. You know Mars, how to fight alongside its strengths.” He smiled fully. “And that is why you were born Neo-Soviet and not Union. They would remake Mars as they did Venus. So might we, one day, but not in our lifetime. The Union would accomplish it much quicker. And that would destroy you because the red planet would be no more.”

He turned his gaze back to the plex wall and the red landscape beyond. “Find them, Brygan Vassilyevich. Find them, and I will destroy them. For Mother Russia, the empire, and Mars.”

* * *

A light wind stirred the fines, casting a reddish haze into the air as Brygan Nystolov abandoned his rover to trail the last two kilometers on foot. There would be no easy retreat. But driving what was essentially a stripped-down Blizzard military crawler into what might be a well-defended Union encampment seemed the poorer idea. On foot, no one could match him in this terrain.

He moved past tall, standing columns of tannish and orange rock, and easily glided over one three-meter crevice that barred his way. Aureum Chaos was a fractured land the likes of which Terra could never hope to see. Mars’s lower gravity allowed for higher rises and treacherously sheer drops that fell away without warning. But the light gravity worked in favor of the hiker. A ridge standing less than six meters high or a chasm less than four across was more annoyance than hindrance.

It was on the gentler slopes that Brygan was more cautious. Crossing open areas he was most vulnerable. In the confines of Chaos he had a better chance of spotting Union pickets before they noticed him. His gliding stride stirred the fines very little, and he knew to avoid the detritus piled below cliff edges. It was too easy to start a rock rolling along in two-fifths gravity. Hidden scouts or patrols would have no such experience.

Also, the easier slopes were usually signs of unstable areas that had shaken themselves down from a collection of steep cliffs and deep canyons. And, worse, might be ready to shake apart again. The underlying bedrock of such places tended to be layered with tiny faults, ready to shift and grind together in miniature imitation of continental plates back on Terra.

Brygan found the decoy site exactly where low-orbit spy satellites had placed the telltale shine of new metal. When Vladimir Leonov radioed him the information, Brygan almost took it at face value. Considering the century and a half of manned spaceflight, it still amazed him that the Union—and before them the Americans—never tired of making their spacecraft and satellites so easy to locate. Always a white or shiny metal finish.

An easy assignment—his first thought. Too easy—his second.

Chaos might not allow an army to concentrate its forces and move according to proper tactical doctrine, but it did make for an excellent hiding place. Nothing hiding in there would be seen, unless it wanted to be seen. He requested and won two hours’ grace time to check the situation before the general assembled Baskurgan’s army and flew out for deployment around the site. Not that Brygan believed he’d really get it. Leonov would assemble the army regardless, then wait only so long as he could control his desire to kill Union soldiers and keep Mars clean.

Brygan gave himself twenty more minutes. Maximum.

So, no time to waste. He watched the area carefully for a long and precious five minutes. A wide clearing. Cliffs on one side. Standing columns and a small ridgeline guarding two more. The fourth was danger territory, a fairly steep grade but not in keeping with the surrounding Chaos.

Finding no strange stirring of fines or flash of white Union space suit, however, he moved in slowly with his easy gliding step. Carefully approaching the lone vehicle, Brygan scanned the ground for evidence of further Union forces. The vehicle itself reminded him of the old exploration type, flatbed with eight caterpillar wheels, flywheel drive, and a simple steering cockpit. Something definitely was not right. The ground showed marks of a single large landing craft and some foot travel, but no large numbers.

If he’d been more of a true military mind, Brygan Nystolov might have recognized the trap sooner. His specialty was reading the land and recognizing immediate dangers to a single individual versus menace to large numbers. It cost him a few precious heartbeats and several loping paces closer to the flatbed lander before the alarm bells rang in his mind. He spun in the air, ready to come down and leap back for cover.

The vehicle exploded first.

The blast’s shock wave caught him in the small of the back, knocking him off his feet and hurling him back toward the standing columns. He felt sharp stabs of pain as a few metal shards lanced his suit and cut into his limbs and body. His breath squeezed from his lungs, as if a giant fist held him in its grip and then slammed him down against the surface of Mars, scraping him along and tearing away a portion of one sleeve already lacerated by shrapnel. When the blast’s force finally released him, Brygan was immediately into a crouch on his hands and feet. Then he noticed the landslide flying toward him.

Flying was the correct term for it. The cascade of dirt and rock appeared to ride a cushion of air as it swept down the slope and toward the clearing. A few pieces might touch ground briefly, kicking off again to tumble airborne. Geysering fines and dirt and small rocks at the top of the slope promised that it had been set off by planted charges. A well-laid trap to catch anyone not killed by the exploding vehicle. Brygan’s first instincts were to take cover over the ridge or in the forest of standing columns, and the columns were closer.

It surprised even him when his first jump bounded him toward the avalanche rather than at an angle to its path. He justified the directions he didn’t move before touching ground again. If an enemy left a path of escape open, then that was a direction he did not want to travel. At the upper arc of his second glide, he realized something about the avalanche that might buy him a chance. It was falling slowly, not in the mad rush one might expect under Terran-standard gravity but powered by Mars’s much weaker pull.

Partway up the slope he spotted a protruding boulder that looked likely to remain anchored, even after the slide hit it. He angled for the boulder, figuring he would lose the race by a long ten meters. He was twenty short when the first of the debris swept up to and around the boulder, throwing more red fines into the already-hazy air. At fifteen, the larger rocks were smashing into and sliding around the anchored boulder, and the first small rocks bounced off Brygan’s legs. He allowed himself one last gliding step, then crouched and jumped for it.

Though well built for someone of his size used to Terran gravity, Brygan Nystolov weighed less than sixty-five kilograms after counting in his environment suit. His leap was poorly timed, but managed to net him eight airborne meters over the worst of the slide. He came down in the boulder’s lee, a scant two meters short, and scrabbled for the top just as a new series of explosions rocked the landscape behind him.

Perched atop the boulder, panting with exertion, he surveyed the damage. The ridgeline had disintegrated under the last explosive chain, and a dozen of the tan-and-orange standing rock columns had crumbled to the ground. If he hadn’t jumped free, Brygan estimated he would have been buried under several tons of Chaos rock. The bulk of the slide having swept by him now, he looked downhill and realized how close that still came to being true. He shook his head lightly. He had narrowly escaped a trap meant to catch and destroy an army. Or a good measure of one anyway. He swallowed hard.

He’d overestimated the Union’s cleverness. They had not guarded against a single individual springing their trap early, thinking to catch the Neo-Soviet forces as they swept in on the decoy en masse. That had worked for him, too, since what did they care if one or two had been able to survive? But with that question came the realization that the Mental had been wrong and had steered the Neo-Soviet forces into a trap. Such a thing had never happened before. The Union had also landed uncontested on Mars, and still remained hidden. That was a new concern as well.

Brygan sat down heavily—for all the two-fifths gravity—on one edge of the boulder. He felt the pain blossoming in his body from the rough treatment. Looking down at his left arm, he saw a large frozen patch of blood covering the area he’d scraped raw. He frowned, noticing now a few more ice-rimed bleeders on his legs. He was looking at a two-kilometer walk back to his rover. The Union force on-planet had still to be located. And if he had the larger picture in place, the best Mental on Mars was guessing wrong and communication was out with the empire on Terra.

General Leonov was right. Having just one problem would be a relief.
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A rguing bursts of machine-gun fire echoed throughout the shallow valley—long, regularly paced statements from below answered by hard, chopped replies. The retorts echoed sharply from nearby cliff faces of pale tan stone, rolling into a thunderous peal as the violent debate mixed in the deeper folds of Gory Putorana.


Sergeant Tom Tousley hugged up to the back side of a large rock outcropping, he and his squad pinned against the slope halfway down to the valley floor. He felt the stone’s freezing touch even through his thick fatigues, a few of the sharper edges jabbing uncomfortably. The terrain offered good cover behind large boulders or inside shallow trenches cut into the land by occasional heavy rains. Small, bushy alpine pines clustered on the valley floor and dotted the lower slopes, one patch stretching almost to the rim in a long but thin stand that likely followed some unseen water source. The lower edge of that wood had been fired. Red-and-orange fingers danced over the dry needles and snapped at pitch-covered branches. Wispy dark smoke trailed up into an overcast sky.

Tousley rose up in a half crouch, bracing his arms over the sandstone ledge. He watched for the telltale muzzle flash below. Found one. Squeezing off two bursts from his Pitbull assault rifle, the sergeant easily rode out the recoil and stayed on target until he saw the enemy crumple forward. Large, wearing heavy boots and military-issue pants but a heavily muscled chest bare to the day’s chill. Even from seventy meters distance Tousley noted the abnormal bone structure of its upper body, the hairless head growing out of oversize shoulders like a thick knob, and saw the mask strapped over the lower face. Mutant. Rad Trooper, sure enough.

There was no end of the empire’s own people who had fallen victim to high levels of radioactive contamination, and the Neo-Soviet military pressed them into service for their hardy nature and ability to withstand the chemical and radiological weapons so commonly employed. Rad Troops were fearless, taking pride in their final sacrifice for the empire. They branded themselves with the trifoil insignia commonly used to mark nuclear material. No great tacticians, they made up for it in determination. Armed with stripped-down Nagant 7.76s, a cheap-production rifle prone to breech jams, they fired steel-jacketed slugs tipped with hot uranium. Every bullet that shattered against hillside rock spread radioactive debris, and any nonlethal hit promised complications caused by internal contamination.

Even now return fire spanged bullets off the rock facing, showering the area around Tousley with stone chips and splinters. Many shots passed overhead with sharp cracks of hypersonic velocity. Tousley ducked and rolled into a nearby shallow dry wash, fetching up against the legs of PFC Brad Williams.

Williams carried one of the squad’s two Bulldog support rifles, the over-and-under combination that relied on the same 5.56 millimeter as the Pitbull, but included as well an M-81 20-mm grenade launcher. With the assault rifle the young PFC could punch a hole through a silver dollar at better than one hundred meters. The colonel had wanted to steal him away for sniper assignment, but Tousley refused to let him go and ’Becca had backed him on that one. Sainz could go poach from someone else’s squad.

“How many you reckon?” Tousley asked, shuffle-crawling up beside the PFC. Williams never lost his cool in a firefight, and had a situational awareness Tousley admired. He noticed the new crease to the side of William’s helmet. A very near miss.

“I saw yours go down. I accounted for two more, and Jerry picked off one. So no more than four is my guess.” Williams shook his head. “And no sign of Hastings,” he said, naming the scout Tousley’s squad had been backing.

Tousley silently cursed Raymond Sainz for establishing a half-kilometer operations range for the Seventy-first’s forward scouts. That the colonel had been the one to set a backup, and that the scouts had actually requested a wider range while searching for the Black Mountain facility, didn’t matter. The fact remained that the sergeant had been too far back to render immediate aid. Corporal D.J. Hastings had radioed in nearly twenty minutes prior, frantically yelling through undiagnosed interference something about the sky “breaking open.” Shortly afterward, his voice weak but the strange static fading as Tousley’s squad zeroed in on his location, Deej had warned of contact with a patrol of Neo-Sov Rad Troopers. Then silence.

Williams seemed to read his mind. “He’s been quiet too long. Think he bought it?”

“Some Rad Troops have been known to home in on radio frequencies. If he’s still too close to them, he’d stay quiet.” At least, Tousley hoped that to be the case. “He’s not under orders to die this mission,” he said. The Union army’s traditional pledge was to keep searching so long as any doubt remained of a soldier’s condition. “And we can’t let this patrol report back in. We can only hope that whatever interfered with our comms has prevented them from getting through to Noril’sk.”

Williams nodded, then checked his clip and swapped it out for a fresh one. “Call it,” he said.

Tousley nodded. “Go!”

The young PFC rolled to his right, up to the edge of the wash, and snapped off a new burst of fire. As the Nagant 7.76s tracked in on his position, Tousley rose to one knee and sighted down the slope. The fire had spread among the small pines, and a gray haze hung over the valley floor. He held his ground for several long heartbeats, daring a Rad Trooper to spot him. Finally, he picked out a new muzzle flash. His time spent, he cut loose with a single, long burst of fire before dropping back down.

Williams quickly rolled back, chased by a hail of ricochets. “We missed. The smoke is getting thicker down there.” His voice gave away his frustration.

“Not your standard Rad Trooper tactic,” Tousley agreed. It showed a bit more creativity than most Union soldiers gave Neo-Soviet mutants credit for. Still, the smoke likely didn’t bother them, and it did offer a decent camouflage. “It works both ways, though. They’ve got to come out of the smoke to spot us.”

Putting it in words helped Tousley recognize what had eluded him before. “Deej set that fire!” he said. “He’s making his way up that stand of pine, and started the blaze down low to cover his path.”

William’s answering grin and nod supported the idea, and Tousley quickly checked the positions of his squad. He picked out locations simply by sound. There was no mistaking the higher-pitched report of Union assault rifles against the heavy discharge of a Neo-Soviet-manufactured weapon. His people also relied on short, rapid bursts while the Neo-Sovs preferred steady but slower fire. He counted seven locations besides Williams and himself, fixing them in his mind.

Tousley reached up to his left ear, toggling the commlink built into his helmet. “Awright, list’nup,” he said in good battlefield address, slurring those first words together. It didn’t matter if the Rad Troopers gained a fix on his position by comms. They already knew where he was. “We think Deej is lying low in that stand of pine stretching toward the rim, but that fire is crawling up his backside fast. So by numbers, we’re going to swing that direction and downslope, getting him the support he needs and putting down those mutes for good. Ready? Even numbers cover and odd numbers advance. Go, go, go!”

On his own command, the sergeant belly-crawled forward to the cover of a large rock while Williams popped up to spray the lower valley with a good burst from his Bulldog. The PFC also let fly with a grenade. Tousley then slipped off to one side. He glanced back up the wash at Williams, making sure he was unhurt, then set himself to provide the next burst of protective fire from between his cover and an adjacent boulder. The Rad Troopers were sniping in close on his position, so he wedged his Pitbull between the rocks, using the support to be able to fire one-handed his next few rounds. Leapfrogging, Tousley hoped to pick up Corporal Hastings and then make the valley floor to finish off the Rad Troopers. Preferably without losses, though he knew he would probably lose at least one of his squad.

He couldn’t have known how prophetic that thought would be.

Tousley’s next command, for even numbers to advance, was interrupted by a throaty snarl and then a loud scream. He whipped his head around, back toward Williams. A red-skinned canine stood over the soldier, left-side claws gouged into the PFC’s back and fanged mouth buried in his shoulder. The dog was lean to the point of emaciation, its bones standing out in sharp relief and its muscles bunched and quivering beneath the tight-drawn skin. Open sores festered on its right shoulder, with pus running down its leg. A metal plate had been bolted down over the creature’s head, capping the skull with some armor protection and shielding the eyes. A mertvaya sobaka—death dog.

Known as rad-hounds because they so often supported Rad Troopers, the mutant canines were lethal trackers. Steel-trap jaws could bite through protective gear and crush bones. They also sensed energy waves across a wide spectrum. No need for eyes, which was why the unreliable organs were capped beneath the metal shield. From background radiation alone rad-hounds bounded over the most broken terrain in perfect form. Mutant handlers often commanded them by radio signals. And they could be trained to hunt certain frequencies, such as the ones used by the Union squad.


Tousley cringed at the crunch of bone mixed with the muffled growls of the rad-hound. His Pitbull wedged forward, Tousley pulled his Pug ten millimeter from its chest holster and trained it on the hideous animal. All he could think of was freeing his man from the deformed jaws. As the Pug’s laser sight spotted a tiny red dot just back of the metal cap, Tousley remembered at the last moment the collar device. All rad-hounds came equipped with some type of explosive device slung under their wide metal collars. It allowed their handlers to direct the hound into an enemy formation and then detonate the bomb. If Tousley killed the creature, it would detonate regardless.

Right then he knew there was no saving Williams.

The knowledge settled over him with a cold detachment. His teeth clenched tight enough to hurt his jaw, Tousley drifted his laser sight down from the rad-hound’s head, across Williams’s shoulder and to the man’s just-visible chest. The red dot traced over one of the weaker points of the Kevlar flak vest, at the base of the neck and just off the shoulder. He caressed the trigger, twice, mercifully ending his man’s terror and agony. The dog ignored the death of its victim, continuing to worry at its prey like some game it had run down in a hunt. The red dot swept again over the metal cap protecting its head, finding an unarmored spot just back of the skull.

His comms still open for the abandoned advance, Tousley gave his people one heartbeat’s notice. “Everyone ground and freeze,” he said in casual tones. He pulled the trigger and rolled to one side, taking cover around a bend in the wash as he abandoned his Pitbull and brought his arms up to protect the sides of his head.

The explosion bucked the ground, shaking loose several small slides and hurling a gout of dirt, small rock, and bloody gobbets into the air. The bloody stump of one mertvya sobaka leg landed in front of Tousley’s face, two of the diamond-sharp claws still set into the large paw. The rain of light debris pattered against his back—small rock chips and burnt earth. The caustic scent of the explosives wafted around on a pale gray smoke.

Spitting out dust, breathing shallowly of the acrid air, Tousley inventoried all body parts present and accounted for. His Pug had been protected as well by the wall of the wash, but the Pitbull assault rifle had been mangled when the explosion’s force had channeled between the boulders where he’d left it. He abandoned it there.

“Shake it off,” he transmitted to his squad. As if to underscore the order, a bullet careened off a rock ledge above. The report of the shot and the ricochet itself was eerily soft after the deafening roar of the rad-hound’s explosive device.

“The mutes down below haven’t forgotten us, and we sure aren’t forgetting them. Jerry and Maria, I want you to work your way back upslope and guard against another rad-hound sneaking down behind us. If you see its handler, I want him dead. Everyone else, we frog it straight to the valley floor. You burn down anything not wearing Union military issue.” No Neo-Sov unit was going to cost him a man and live to tell about it.

“We’ll locate Hastings and collect Williams on our way out. Keep heads low and off-numbers lay down a good suppressing fire. No slips.

“The price has already run high.”

* * *

Major Rebecca Howard knelt next to her commanding officer at the head of one body bag. Colonel Sainz shrugged uncomfortably, as if feeling Tom Tousley’s glare burning into his back, though she actually doubted he was even aware of the sergeant’s anger. His attention was reserved for the lost soldiers. Three of the black containers lay on the ground in the shadow of a Trojan supply carrier—two showed that they held full forms, while the third was half-filled with pieces. The assault group’s first casualties for the operation. Unlikely to be the last.

Howard pulled back the flap on the bag holding Corporal D.J. Hastings, though positive identification was only possible from his dog tags. The two officers stared at the blackened flesh, charred and cracked as if flash-burned. The burnt-pork smell turned Howard’s stomach, though she weathered it. This wasn’t the first burn case she’d seen in her Union army years.

The scout’s uniform was little more than tatters, all of it singed black. Only the helmet had survived mostly intact, left on to avoid peeling away any more of the ruined skin. The wide, staring eyes showed a touch of madness.

“He’s cold?” Sainz asked quietly, pitching his voice for a private conference, though several dozen men and women stood in a circle not ten meters around.

Howard nodded. “The CBR boys took their readings, and I watched. Whatever did this wasn’t nuclear. And it wasn’t a forest fire either.”

“Why do you say that?”

“I was in the Two-oh-seventh Defense Force before joining the Seventy-first. We helped fight the Montana inferno, straight labor mostly, and then worked with cleanup crews. Fire victims are rarely burnt so uniformly across the body. And the alpine forests up here could never generate a blaze hot enough to do this kind of damage.”

She lifted the flap back a bit more, pointing to three areas across the lower chest where charred flesh had been split and caked with the glossy red-black of dried blood. “This is where the Rad Troopers drilled Corporal Hastings, after the burns were inflicted and before the small pine fire swept over his location.”

The colonel’s brown eyes sought out hers. They reflected a small measure of the pain his man must have experienced. “You’re saying he lived through this?”

Her voice was rough but pitched soft. “It looks that way.”

Sainz pulled the flap back up, covering the body. “Log this as an unexplained incident, then. And clear Sergeant Tousley of any negligence in the deaths.”

That surprised her. Rebecca Howard had been the one to debrief the squad when they brought back Hastings and their own two dead. She’d placed Tom Tousley on notice right then that he faced possible charges for his reckless charge down the valley slope. Better she prepped him for it than for him to get it straight from Sainz. “He broke up his squad in the face of enemy opposition. It cost them a second casualty.”

“He had to put Williams down himself,” the colonel said softly, running fingers back through his dark curls. “It was a judgment call then, picking his priorities. Maybe he made a poor decision, but we weren’t there, Major.”

Rebecca Howard didn’t buy into it. She read the tension in her commander’s shoulders and knew the early losses were disturbing him. The unit was surveying the northeast quadrant of Gory Putorana, better than four hundred kilometers from Noril’sk. Here was the last place to expect a casual patrol, unless they were close to the Black Mountain facility. But no scouting party had yet to find good indication of it.

“There’s something else, isn’t there?” she said.

Sainz did not try to deny it. Still looking down at the black bag, he nodded. “The shoulder tattoos Tom reported on the Rad Troopers. The Fifty-sixth Striker. That’s Colonel Katya Romilsky’s command.”

Rebecca didn’t place the name. “And you know her?”

“I know of her. She’s very competent. If she had a patrol out here, it’s because she had an idea something was afoot. How she divined that I’m not certain. But when that patrol fails to report, it will be enough to draw out her command to come looking for us. I think we’re in for a fight, and I don’t need one of my sergeants with a possible court-martial hanging over his head to dull his edge.” He glanced to the side, in Howard’s direction. “You think I don’t see his problems? Get his anger refocused at the enemy, Major. That’s your job.”

“Yes sir.” Still, a nagging doubt convinced Rebecca Howard that Sainz had not divulged all of his reasons. There was more hanging over him than some Neo-Soviet colonel and the possibly early termination of the mission. More than a curious death of one of his men.

“You know what did this, don’t you, Raymond?” she said, but it was a statement more than a question. Using his given name was a liberty she seldom took, and then only when he had first used hers. “What killed Corporal Hastings.”
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