Jakob heaved once more against the smoke-blackened door, but once more it resisted his attempts to pass.  The soldier let out an anguished grunt and in frustration he kicked out and sent some innocent, disused oil barrels flying, he sank to the ground, defeated.  But he had not got this far, or survived this long, by giving up so easily.  No.  He would get out of this, he always did, and no simple barred doorway would stop him.  Pausing only to wipe the sweat beading on his forehead, he swept up his prone rifle and set off down the only exit left to him, eyes cautiously sweeping this way and that.

Look at Jakob.  A soldier through and through, with a strategists eye and a gorillas arm.  No stripling at over six foot though, and with a frame that made him seem only taller.  The rifle he cradled seemed oddly disproportionate.  Grey and black combat fatigues clung with sweat to his legs while a loose, ragged poncho flapped lazily as he picked up speed down the narrow, concrete corridor.  Ammunition webbing crossed his broad chest like a comforting lover while a knife – more like a sword – was strapped rigidly to his thigh.  

Jakob was a veteran soldier.  Someone who had seen all that could be seen and had come through it all virtually unscathed.  Men had buckled with fear or been turned into gibbering horrors under less pressure than Jakob had seen in a single afternoon.  He relished the challenge of death and nightmarish atrocities in the same way others looked forward to a good meal.  But beneath the bravado and the muscles and skill and survival were the things that Jakob kept hidden even to himself.  Shivers at night, nightmares at day, tantrums at any time.  The one thing that kept such soul-destroying things at bay was more combat, more genocide, more disgusting sights, more adrenaline and more killing.

Now look at Jakob.  He passed several intersections with nary a second glance, instead choosing to continue barrelling forward, over the smoking corpse of one headless soldier, still clutching his own – now useless – rifle.  Again over a different shapeless mass of muscle, sinew, and teeth, its blood still leaking from whatever wounds had downed it.  Jakob barely registered the thing in his haste.  His flight slowed as a light source appeared and then grew, expanding from a small pinprick until it fill his entire world and Jakob stood blinking in the centre of a small-resource room – working lights being a wonder after so much back-and-forth fighting.  The robotic auto-adjusters inserted into his eyes tightened faster than any natural eye could, restricting light to his enhanced cornea and causing him discomfort for little more than a heart beat.  The room before him was a testament to the savagery of the fighting on this world.  Misshapen lumps like the kind he had passed earlier lay entwined with human corpses.  It was a bad sign that none of the humanoid Kung dead laid among the fallen.  It showed they were winning.  The four-armed Kung were the true masters of the enemy here on Epsilon Secundus, and not their flesh-pets that they unleashed on any new foe as the first, expendable, wave.  Jakob smiled grimly at the dredged up memory of the four hundred pound beasts lolloping across the killing fields towards them.  It had seem that no matter how many of them collapsed under the weight of clip needles and explosives, more still would still follow.  Jakob hoisted one of the dead humans up against the wall, running a hand up and down his combat webbing looking for ammunition.  He had none.  Without looking at the mans face – he knew what it would contain – he shoved him aside and grasped for a second dead man to loot.  This second catch was little better, having only two half-full reloads.  Jakob pocketed them both and spun on his heel to leave.

But his way was barred.  The room was a storage place for something that had long since been stolen or used or looted – or all three – and was now empty except for the dead.  Yet its use in the war was far from over. Whatever had once been here had been used often, or was vital – food, perhaps.  And so was placed at a critical junction in the complex.  This room was one of a chain that stretched across the entire structure and marked a crucial stage in either defence or attack.  Humans had done both.  But now, facing him stood one of the flesh-pets, saliva – or whatever it was in their mouths – dripped to the floor, already pooling around its pawing feet.  

Look at the thing.  Four foot high, six long and every inch of it muscle.  A huge mouth dominated the face of the creature, scores of teeth as long as Jakobs fore arm chomped together in a jaw that the cornered soldier knew would have no trouble biting him in two. Two beady eyes remained fixed on Jakob while it’s feet – hooves? – stamped the ground impatiently.  Every soldiering instinct screamed at Jakob to shoot the thing, while every human one urged him to run.  But Jakob the warrior would not pander to any instincts.  He was a warrior, cool under pressure and resourceful when forced. Jakob snarled. The thing snorted. Jakob raised his rifle and curled one digit around the trigger.  The thing crouched.

The light flickered and somewhere, someone screamed.

Jakob fired.

The thing attacked.

