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			Introduction

			I owe you an apology.

			At least, I owe it to those of you who consider yourselves fans, aficionados, and appreciators of StarCraft lore. You see, we have been treating you like Warcraft fans—like fantasy fans—delivering big, juicy novels every few years and calling it good. That’s what the Tolkien crowd expects. It’s certainly what the Martin crowd has been trained for.

			But not you.

			You want stories with an edge. Stories that rush in, blitz your workers, and are gone before you can muster your defenses. You want stories that attack in waves, in strategic pulses of action, blood, and unflinching courage. You want a narrative that rumbles with the same sort of thunder that StarCraft has become renowned for. As precise as a dark templar’s blade, as devastating as a Yamato cannon.

			At least, that was my gamble with Project Blackstone. I wanted to deliver stories to our StarCraft audience that would be catered to your specific tastes. To your palates. When I set out to create this campaign, nothing like this had ever been done at Blizzard Entertainment. That meant I would have to do some crazy acrobatics across departmental lines. To make this project successful, I would need the full and willing participation of the StarCraft devs (Team 1), Creative Development, the Community team, the Web team, the Licensing team, the Localization team, the Legal team, and the PR team. 

			Just typing that was exhausting. And getting these groups to take a small step away from their already vital work at the Blizzard mill took an insane number of promises, handshakes, smiling pitches, and the occasional interpretive dance. But little by little, it started coming together. I began recruiting my own creative crew, a ragtag group of new writers from each of these departments, who would serve the dual purpose of championing the Blackstone cause with their home teams and helping me manage and write the twelve Twitter accounts that would make up one layer of the campaign.

			I had been contracting, editing, and writing a series of short stories over the past two years. I had four months of emails, chats, and journals from the Blackstone staff. I had a skeleton of a story for the Twitter campaign, one that would allow for customization and agile responses to the forums and readers. And I had an array of beautiful art from the infamous Mr. Jack and Samwise (Luke Mancini and Sam Didier, respectively) to bring Project Blackstone to life. It was time to put it all into motion.

			So at 6:30 p.m. on February 3, 2013, as everyone else watched the Ravens beat the 49ers in Super Bowl XLVII, I quietly activated the members of Project Blackstone on Twitter and had Adjutant 33-27 begin warming up those cold, bleak halls. I used a few external programs to keep all twelve of the characters organized, chatty, and responsive, and enabled my innate schizophrenia to a psychologically alarming degree.

			We didn’t advertise this. No banners went up; there were no big marketing pushes through the usual Blizzard channels. I wanted the audience to discover Blackstone. I wanted them to take ownership of the story, to feel as though they had stumbled across something cool and secret. A handful of people came across these Twitter accounts, but they seemed unsure what to make of them. I kept a slow trickle of data running through the characters, simple things as this new team of xenobiologists, astrophysicists, and engineers became accustomed to one another and their new environment. Gradually, I assigned roles to my creative crew, trusting them to stick to the general story arc but imbue their own personalities into the characters. My crew’s names are running along the corner of the Project Blackstone site for a reason; they were very much actors playing roles in a new kind of digital play. They did a brilliant job bringing Blackstone to life (and helping me keep a hold on my sanity). 

			Next, the website went up. Quietly and without any fanfare . . . at least on our part. But the gaming sites went wild, just as we had hoped. There are some devoted Blizzard followers out there, and I had experienced their intensity firsthand when I started working here as Senior World Designer on the top-top-top-secret new game, code-named Titan. These fans track everything Blizzard does, and they were the first to notice the page going live.

			But the page—it was password protected! How infuriating!

			I was serious about giving the audience an interactive sense of investment, and there was no way I was just going to let them stomp through my clean and carefully prepared facility in their muddy sneakers! Scheming with teammates Robert Brooks and Anthony Nichols, we hid the password in the website’s code. My plan was to eventually reveal the password through our Twitter characters—at least, that was the fallback in case nobody could crack the hexadecimal coding. I thought it would be weeks before it was discovered. Maybe days. 

			Those brilliant jerks cracked the site in less than three hours.

			My hat is off to the members of StarCraft Reddit and Team Liquid. There was some clever problem solving and creativity taking place during those crazy 180 minutes. My team was gathered around my monitor, laughing like gnomes the whole time. There even might have been some awkward, air-balled high fives (’cuz that’s how geeks roll).

			So Project Blackstone was off. Every week, like clockwork, we delivered a new short story, a new entry to Talen Ayers’ beleaguered (and highly insecure) inbox, and a new series of intrigue and drama through the Twitter feed. At first people were unsure about it. What was this? A prelude to an upcoming game? An advertisement for the next StarCraft expansion? Some people were a little uncomfortable with it—some very noisy people. Some wanted to argue about it. And some completely loved it.

			I went to meet with our Web team after the first month of analytics came in, nervous about what the numbers would show. I had a good feeling about the reception, but it was entirely possible that I was wearing Creator Goggles on this one (what with the whole “devoted to the project for two years” thing). The Web team seemed chipper enough as they handed me the report, and I glanced over it quickly. Positive. Positive. Good.

			Wait. That number couldn’t be right.

			Anthony assured me that it was.

			Unique visits to the lore/story sections of the StarCraft website had not just doubled. Or tripled. They had increased by thirteen thousand percent. That’s right: 13,000%. Project Blackstone had brought the StarCraft fanbase back into the lore again. The Story Forums were more active than they had ever been, and we were getting regular coverage from gaming sites around the world. What’s more, we had injected a massive dose of new lore, new narrative, and new coolness into elements of a game universe that had been underserved for far too long.

			So where do we go next? I’ve been in meetings with directors from the World of Warcraft team, and a few folks from . . . other teams. They want some of this transmedia love, this ability to explore the lore of their game worlds with agility and precision. That’s all I can tell you at this point, but don’t worry—Project Blackstone has only just begun to crack open the secrets of the Koprulu sector. There’s a reason we’re calling our experience here Season One . . .

			Cameron Dayton

		

	
		
			Week 1

			@Adjutant3327: Blackstone start-up protocols initiated. Communication network online.

				Testing emergency lockdown systems.

				Emergency lockdown systems operational.

				Blackstone gravity accelerator systems online.

				Blackstone thermal control system online.

				Blackstone life support systems online.

				All systems nominal.

				Transport vessel Sparrowhawk docked at Gate 03.

				Gate 03 air lock engaged.

				@HelekBranamoor Welcome to Project Blackstone, Director Branamoor. Your security clearance has been set to access level Omega.

			@HelekBranamoor: @Adjutant3327 Everything looks good. I plan to run you through a complete checklist tomorrow, Adjutant.

			@Adjutant3327: @LeeTreicher Welcome to Project Blackstone, Major Treicher. Your security clearance has been set to access level Omega.

				@LeeTreicher Your team has been granted full access to the station for the initial security sweep.

				Transport vessel Brook’s Folly docked at Gate 01.

				Transport vessel Sunset docked at Gate 02.

				Transport vessel Undertow 2 docked at Gate 03.

				Air locks engaged for Gate 01, Gate 02, and Gate 03.

				@DanielRothfuss Welcome to Project Blackstone, Dr. Rothfuss. Your security clearance has been set to access level Beta.

			@DanielRothfuss: @Adjutant3327 Beta? Interesting. How does one earn enough points for Omega status?

			@Adjutant3327: @DanielRothfuss Please follow the green-lit corridors to your living quarters. Keep your badge and datapad with you at all times.

				@LeahAMartine Welcome to Project Blackstone, Dr. Martine. Your security clearance has been set to access level Beta.

				@VeraLangridge Welcome to Project Blackstone, Dr. Langridge. Your security clearance has been set to access level Gamma.

				@TaliseCogan Welcome to Project Blackstone, Dr. Cogan. Your security clearance has been set to access level Beta.

			@Adjutant3327: @WarrenGHeld Welcome to Project Blackstone, Dr. Held. Your security clearance has been set to access level Beta.

			@WarrenGHeld: @Adjutant3327 Right, right. Where’s my lab?

			@Adjutant3327: @WarrenGHeld The labs will not be available until tomorrow. Please follow the green-lit corridors to your living quarters.

				@WarrenGHeld Keep your badge and datapad with you at all times.

			@Adjutant3327: @RedellQuinton Welcome to Project Blackstone, Mr. Quinton. Your security clearance has been set to access level Beta.

			@RedellQuinton: @Adjutant3327 Mr. Quinton? Ha! That’s what they call my dad. At least I think it is. Never met the guy.

				@Adjutant3327 Call me Red, sweetheart.

			@Adjutant3327: @RedellQuinton Yes, Red.

			@Adjutant3327: @TalenAyers Welcome to Project Blackstone, Dr. Ayers. Your security clearance has been set to access level Beta.

			@TalenAyers: @Adjutant3327 Thanks for the kind invitation.

				@Adjutant3327 Can I call my agent on this thing? And what does a scientist have to do to get a drink around here?

			To: Blackstone Research Staff 

			From: Dr. Helek Branamoor

			Subject: Welcome!

			Esteemed Colleagues:

			It is my profound pleasure to welcome each and every one of you to Project Blackstone. Hold your heads high, people. You are now members of a select team, a group that has been handpicked by top officials in Dominion intelligence and approved by Emperor Mengsk himself. You will be the front line in scientific research dedicated to the protection and expansion of our empire of man throughout the Koprulu sector.

			I am sure that many of you have questions regarding the nature of your selection, your brisk arrival, and the expected duration of your stay. That information will be made available to you when I see fit. Until then, please familiarize yourself with the facilities and get to know your peers. The badge issued to you upon your arrival will trigger automated guidance lights running along the floors, so be sure to keep it on your person at all times. Hallways marked with green lights will indicate the path from your quarters to your designated workspaces. Hallways lined with flashing yellow lights are off-limits, and represent potential danger to unauthorized personnel. Hallways lined with red lights should be avoided at all costs, and your presence there will guarantee a speedy execution. Please restrict your movements to the approved areas only.

			Again, welcome to Project Blackstone. I look forward to making your acquaintance at the barbecue in the (green-lit) social lounge this evening at 1900 hours.

			Dr. Helek Branamoor, PhD

			Chairman of Dominion Xenostudies

			Imperial Science Advisor

			Chief of Research for Project Blackstone

			To: Dr. Helek Branamoor; Blackstone Research Staff 

			From: Dr. Talen Ayers

			Subject: RE: Welcome!

			My Dear Dr. Branamoor,

			Imagine my surprise upon finding a “Reply All” option at the bottom of your warm and informative welcome note. I am uncertain if you intended this as encouragement to me and the rest of your honored guests to engage in open discourse or if you merely forgot to remove the option. Regardless, I am certain that I am not the only member of this exciting new team with a less-than-favorable opinion of your recruitment methods. I consider myself a patriot and supporter of the current regime, and so a simple invitation from your department would have resulted in my speedy, dutiful, and voluntary acceptance of this new opportunity. It certainly would have been much more cost-effective than sending one of your uncouth ghost agents to haul me through the broken glass of my imported colonial Teredelle windows at some ungodly hour in the night. I didn’t even have time to pack a toothbrush.

			Please consider this a gentle reminder that you can attract more flies with honey than you can with vinegar.

			Dr. Talen Ayers, PhD

			Xenobiologist

			Best-selling author of Ayers on Aliens

			Frustrated invitee

			To: Blackstone Research Staff

			From: Dr. Helek Branamoor

			Subject: RE: Welcome!

			Esteemed Colleagues:

			Your digital correspondence is now locked down. Please run further communication through the approved private channels, and limit your messages to topics of pertinent research and findings. Upon further consideration, I have decided to cancel this evening’s soiree so that we can get right to work.

			We have been able to acquire several specimens of larval zerg for our first procedure. I had hoped to present them with some surprise and fanfare at the barbecue by delivering them in a serving bowl at the center table; that is the sort of humor and friendly levity that I had wished to engender in our team. But now that opportunity has been soured by this unfortunate display of ill spirits by Dr. Ayers. I ask you all to consider how quickly one negative comment can ruin things for everybody.

			Well, what’s done is done. Our xenospecialists will find the larvae sterilized and prepared for dissection in Biolab 2. Previous studies have uncovered some surprising similarities between the zerg larva’s pluripotent cellular structures and our own embryonic stem cells. We are interested in finding a means to both arrest the obligatory asymmetric replication (the astounding healing factor) of the zerg, and adapt it (in some measure) for our Dominion soldiers. I would invite other members of the research staff to observe the dissection and participate in any postmortem discussions regarding analysis and possible weaponization of what we uncover.

			Report to your assigned workspaces immediately.

			And again, welcome!

			Dr. Helek Branamoor, PhD

		

	
		
			In the Blood

			By Matt Burns

			BEEP.

			BEEP.

			BEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEP.

			The port grub awoke in a cold sweat, as usual. The transponder implanted in his wrist cried its shrill alarm at five-second intervals. The boss man, Ivan, was calling. New product was in.

			Instinct seized control, issuing orders to the grub’s body. Twin adrenal glands juiced his veins with nature’s own brand of stimpack. His lungs billowed. His heart raced. Blood cells rich with oxygen surged through muscle tissue as he began the rituals of awakening.

			The grub rolled off the moldy pilot seat where he slept and squirmed into a grimy jumpsuit reinforced with a hair-thin layer of neosteel threading to ward off shivs. Dull lights flickered on overhead, illuminating the grub’s home: a crumbling system runner cockpit. He sifted through the disemboweled electronics strewn across the floor, scavenging for an emergency ration pack. No such luck.

			The urge to leave, to obey Ivan’s call, was strong, but the ritual wasn’t over. He scuttled up to the system runner’s corroded control panel and reached into an open compartment. His hand emerged from the darkness holding a pair of gold pilot wings attached to a length of rubber cord. The grub slid them over his head, and the metal pressed against his chest, cold and strong and reassuring.

			He slowly said his own name: “Vik.” It was easy to forget sometimes when the days bled into one long string of near-death experiences. “I’m not like them . . . I’m Vik.”

			The port grub named Vik bolted out of his system runner, sealing the door behind him with a set of maglocks. He allowed himself a brief moment to acclimate to the environment, his sensory organs taking in the new day. A gray miasma hung thick overhead, stretching out as far as the eye could see. Muted sunlight crawled across the twisted ship hulls, metal beams, and other discarded trash that formed the arterial streets of Deadman’s Port. Home sweet home.

			The junkyard city hummed with activity, an insectlike buzz that gave the illusion of budding life to a place trapped in perpetual decay. Somewhere smugglers loaded a hundred kilos of hab cut with industrial solvents into shipment crates destined for rich kids on Turaxis II. Somewhere refugees who thought they’d bought a ticket to paradise disembarked from their transport into the welcoming arms of slavers.

			Just another day in the port.

			Other grubs were scrambling through their daily activities, running product for local crime lords, doing odd jobs for gambling halls and brothels, or thieving cargo from the starport. Their grimy skin and soiled clothes acted as a natural camouflage against the gunmetal surroundings. People called Vik’s kind a lot of things: street urchins, parasites, leeches. He didn’t disagree. Abandoned and unwanted in a city wedged firmly between the treads of humanity’s boots, they’d become animals in order to survive.

			I’m Vik. I’m not like them . . .

			He wove through the dusty streets, walking with a measured pace and mostly keeping his eyes forward. He risked glances at passersby, noting the subtle flush of blood beneath their skin—unconscious biological markers that could warn of impending attack. He stepped over a body swarming with mangy red-eyed nerrats. A few days old from the look of it. No one was ever buried in the back alleys.

			Before long Ivan’s chop shop came into view. The refurbished vespene refinery towered at the edge of Deadman’s Port proper. The grub was sprinting forward, glad he’d made it through the gauntlet unscathed, when someone reached around a corner and grabbed him by the collar.

			He balled his hands into fists and readied to defend himself until he saw the attacker: another grub. Like Vik, and every other member of his kind, the assailant was dressed in ratty clothes and had a shaved head marked by fresh insect bites. He looked dangerous. He was Vik’s only friend.

			“Late again. My ass too, y’know,” Serj said as he released his grip.

			“Screw you.” A smile edged across Vik’s face as he looked up at the other grub.

			Serj was big. He could’ve been a real skull cracker in some crime lord’s outfit, but he had brains, something in short supply on the port. The two grubs had met out in the streets and combined their penchant for engineering, doing repairs, and selling goods to save up enough credits for tickets off the port. They’d made a pact to leave this place on their own terms, without becoming nothing more than animals on two legs, like the rest of the grubs. Then Ivan had caught wind of their talents and “hired” them, implanting transponders in their arms. Employment was nonnegotiable. Vik and Serj had thought about running off from time to time, but without money, there was nowhere to go.

			“Lemme see ’em.” Serj pointed at Vik’s chest.

			“Want ’em today?” the other grub said as he pulled out the pilot wings. Serj had found them on a dead guy in the back alleys. They were the one thing that had kept their eyes on the future in recent years. Even so, Vik wasn’t as optimistic as he’d once been. Whenever the two grubs started saving up a good stash of credits, a grub gang would rob them, or they’d run out of food and have to spend their savings on more. Something always came up. Life in the port had a way of grinding you down into a nub of what you were. It tired you out. It dulled dreams.

			“Nah. Keep ’em. You say the words this morning?”

			“Course. You?”

			“I’m the one who taught them to you, ass.” Serj shoved Vik’s shoulder. “By the way,” the big grub said as he tossed an emergency ration pack to his friend. “Could hear your stomach growling down the street.”

			Vik shrugged, a little embarrassed, and then tipped his head in thanks. “Not your last, right?”

			“Eat up,” was Serj’s only answer. Vik knew better than to argue with him. It never worked.

			As he downed the gelatin mix of nutrients, he noticed the dark circles under his friend’s eyes. Every day Serj looked a little more worn out, and Vik wondered how much of it was due to looking after him. Vik had never had a family—no grubs did—but if the concept of “big brother” existed here, well, Serj fit the bill.

			“C’mon.” Serj headed toward the shop’s open blast doors. “Somethin’ big came in.”

			Vik’s mind raced with what kind of tech he could sink his teeth into today. Ivan’s crew had perfected the art of focused piracy, hijacking lone transports that dealt in contraband goods. Usually Ivan’s boys pulled in medical goods or foodstuffs, but every so often they’d reel in some rare tech that Vik would reverse-engineer before his boss sold it off to the highest bidder. Those were the good days.

			“Well? What is it?” Vik urged.

			Serj turned on his heels. There was something in his eyes . . . disgust . . . unease . . . fear.

			Vik’s instincts snarled. Run.

			“Zerg.”

			Vik had heard of the zerg. Everyone had. A few years back they’d appeared in terran space and wreaked havoc, destroying worlds and slaughtering millions of colonists. Even the Terran Confederacy—the biggest government in the Koprulu sector at the time—had crumbled and died in the wake of the alien invasion. The zerg were nightmares. They were the enemies of all terrans.

			He’d thought they’d be bigger.

			Three of the critters, about half Vik’s size, sat on the floor in the chop shop’s belly. Thick, spiky carapaces covered their segmented bodies, supported by rows of tiny legs. Serrated mandibles extended from the head of each alien, framing a number of dull—almost lifeless—multifaceted eyes.

			A bullet-riddled neosteel box, three meters long by two deep, rested near the creatures. From the crystallized ice caked around the edges, Vik figured it was some kind of freezer or cryogenics container.

			“Don’t look so tough.” Hutchins, one of Ivan’s mercenaries, hefted a zerg into the air, luminescent tattoos contorting as his muscles flexed from the effort. The other mercs were standing around the aliens, a big cluster of bandoliers, knives, cybernetic limbs, and dented body armor.

			The grubs edged around the group for a better view, past towers of shipment containers. The shop’s central room was a musty, cavernous space lit by harsh floodlights. Rusty engines swayed from rustier chains in the shadowy rafters overhead. Over the ten years he’d been in Ivan’s employ, Vik had helped retool and upgrade most of the shop. It was his second home: a prison of his own design.

			“It’s Ivan’s property. Drop it.” Jace’s gravelly voice was like an old engine running on its last leg. The beast of a man towered over the other workers, scratching at an old puckered scar that ran across his face from ear to ear.

			“Boss ain’t gonna find a buyer.” Hutchins waved the zerg in the air. Vik expected the alien to rear up and rip the man in half. Instead, it just dangled there, helpless. Disappointing. “We don’t deal in life-forms. Dog food is what these are. Might as well have some fun.”

			“You had your fun already.” Jace tapped his boot against the pattern of bullet holes in the freezer box.

			Hutchins snorted. “Come off it already. The smuggler fired on us, so I fired back. Not my fault he used his own cargo as a barricade.”

			“All I’m sayin’ is you’re already on Ivan’s bad side.” Jace shrugged.

			The other merc dropped the zerg, and Vik flinched when the alien smashed into the metal floor. Hutchins was a newer member of the crew, and he’d gotten himself into trouble on earlier occasions, but this was different. Never disrespect the boss’s property. Never, never, never.

			Ivan, though, wasn’t around. He was probably holed up in his private office, making contacts and sniffing for potential buyers. Still, Vik felt uncomfortable even watching the disobedience.

			“We should go,” Vik whispered to Serj. His friend didn’t reply. Like the mercs, he was staring at the aliens.

			Vik shifted his feet and gazed around the room. Something moved in the shadows of a doorway leading into the shop’s belly. Ivan . . . watching. A large four-legged creature padded at the boss man’s side.

			“How about a little gentlemen’s wager?” Hutchins drew a pistol from his belt and leveled it at one of the zerg. “I’m thinkin’ my P220 would punch right through their armor. Any takers?”

			No one had a chance to reply. Ivan flicked his hand out toward the merc in a silent command that only Vik witnessed. The animal near him snarled and then bounded into the light, revealing itself as one of the boss man’s shale dogs. The mottled canine leapt through the air and knocked Hutchins flat.

			“Get it off!” the merc roared as the hound’s jaws latched on to his arm. Hutchins pounded his fist against the dog’s hide of iron-rich fibrous plates, but it only riled the beast up.

			Ivan calmly sauntered up to the gathering, dressed in his signature black suit. He looked benign next to the heavily armed mercs, except for his eyes. They were alert and cold, the color of ice. The boss man loomed over Hutchins and the dog as they wrestled on the floor.

			“I didn’t do nothin’!” the merc shouted.

			“It’s not what you did; it’s what you were thinking of doing. Just because a rabid dog doesn’t bite, doesn’t mean it’s sane. Only a matter of time before a beast like that draws blood.”

			“I get it, boss. I get it! Call it off!”

			Ivan snapped his fingers, and the dog abandoned its prey.

			“Fekk’s sake, boss.” Hutchins inspected a bloody bite mark on his arm as he rose.

			“You should be thanking me, Hutch.” Ivan grabbed the merc’s P220 from where it had fallen to the ground. “I saved you a bit of embarrassment with that bet.”

			“Whaddaya mean?”

			“These zerg here are tough little buggers. Larvae, they’re called. Back during the war, even Confederate marines toting gauss rifles had a hard time putting ’em down. Your P220?” Ivan looked at the weapon with disdain. “No contest.”

			Vik’s boss slowly moved the pistol toward one of the zerg. “The round would’ve glanced clean off like this,” he said as he touched the gun to the alien, and then arced it back toward Hutchins. He stopped with the P220 pressed against the merc’s chest. “And ended here.”

			Hutchins didn’t say a word. The boss man liked to string people along. Toy with them. Vik never knew when he was serious or playing a joke. In a city where survival depended on reading your opponent’s next move before he made it, Ivan’s unpredictability made him a constant terror.

			“See?” Ivan grinned and patted the merc on the shoulder with his free hand, breaking the tension. “You would’ve been the butt of every joke from here to Moria. Mercs across the sector would’ve had a good long laugh about how a zerg larva killed you.”

			Hutchins forced a nervous chuckle. “Yeah, yeah. I get it.”

			“Now, at least, they’ll just say it was me.”

			Gunfire roared in Vik’s ears as Ivan pulled the trigger, blowing a hole through Hutchins’s chest, body armor and all. The lifeless merc tumbled back into a stack of crates like a rag doll.

			Ivan pointed at the merc’s body and clicked his tongue. His dog raced forward and began gnawing on Hutchins. “It’s not hard, boys,” he said. “You bring in the product, I sell it. Until then, it’s not to be tampered with.”

			The mercs nodded, not sparing Hutchins another glance. Why would they? They were alive. They’d survived another day. That was all there was to it.

			“You find a buyer, boss?” Jace idly scratched at his scar.

			Ivan rapped his knuckles against the freezer box. “Turns out the smuggler you boys pounced on was bringing this property to a lab rat named Branamoor. Had to use a lot of favors just to weasel that information out.”

			“A private buyer?” Jace asked.

			“Not likely,” Ivan said. “This isn’t the first time the smugglers made a delivery to him, so he’s got deep pockets. Government, probably. I couldn’t find out which one. Maybe Umojan, but I’d put my money on Dominion. They’ve always got their arms shoulder deep in some kind of shit. Doesn’t matter either way.” Ivan swatted at a few flies gathering near Hutchins’s corpse. “Important thing is that I managed to contact Branamoor through an intermediary. He’s keen on keeping this whole business hush-hush. If he is Dominion, the last thing he wants is a UNN report about him trafficking live zerg. But he does want these puppies bad . . . bad enough that he’s sending one of his assistants here to make the pickup. Four days.”

			“How much?” Jace voiced the question on every merc’s mind. They were paid a cut of the amount their stolen goods netted on the black market. Precious cargo could mean a small fortune.

			“You’ll find out when we make the exchange, like always. Get to work.” Ivan turned to Vik and Serj as the mercs shuffled off to inventory other hijacked goods. “Grubs. The buyers want this piece of terran ingenuity up and running by the time of the drop. I aim to please them.”

			Because the lab rat doesn’t know they’re out, Vik thought. He knew the game—never show your hand. Likely the buyer still believed his product was safe in the box. The grub didn’t see what difference it made, though, unless there was a danger to leaving aliens outside.

			“Pen the zerg up in one of the empty dog cages,” Ivan continued. “Watch over them while you fix the box. Anything happens, anyone screws with ’em, you come to me.”

			“Sure, boss.” Just thinking about being in a cage with the zerg made Vik’s skin crawl.

			“The buyer wants them alive. Understood?”

			Serj snapped out of his daze and looked away from the zerg. “We scan you, boss.”

			Vik nodded profusely as his eyes drifted to the shale dog. The beast’s tongue rolled out of its mouth through rows of yellow fangs and lapped up the blood that had pooled next to Hutchins. When Ivan turned on his heels and whistled, the hound slunk to its master’s side, leaving the rest of its meal behind.

			Good dog.

			The kennel was in a long corridor at the back of the shop, the only entrance to which was a rusty door that led into the facility’s belly. The place was reserved for old products that the boss man had never found a buyer for. Shipment crates packed with Guild Wars-era frag grenades and munitions, spare parts, medical supplies, and industrial goods lined the walls. Corrals containing broken-down Avenger fighter craft and transports occupied one whole side of the room. Vik had worked on all of the vehicles at one time or another. He’d given each of them a name. He liked machines, always had. Aside from shoddy engineering or external influence, they performed as intended.

			Life-forms, though . . . he never knew what they’d do next.

			After claiming an empty dog pen, the grubs hauled the freezer and zerg inside. Vik agreed to take care of the repairs in the hopes that working on the box would mean he could ignore the aliens until they were out of his life for good. With time on his hands, Serj lounged against the pen’s fence and buried his face in a remote console, researching information about the larvae on the hypernet. Hidden military schematics and classified government documents—mostly junk from the days of the Confederacy—were floating around all over the net. If you knew where to look, like Serj did, you could find anything.

			Nearby, ten angry hounds yowled, snapping their jaws and hurling their metallic bodies against the chain-link fence of their cage. They must’ve smelled the zerg. Vik sighed and banged on the fence of his own cage, but the dogs wouldn’t shut up. He’d heard that the animals, native to Korhal IV, used to be fluffy, lovable critters. Man’s best friend. Then the Confederacy had nuked the rebellious planet with a thousand Apocalypse-class warheads, flash-frying over thirty-five million terrans. Some of the hounds, though, had survived. Warped and irradiated, they’d scattered into the wasteland of slag and desert glass. They ate whatever their mutated digestive system could process. They were true survivors, hardened by their brush with extinction. Ivan liked that about them.

			Vik thought they were annoying. He tuned out the yapping as he pulled on a pair of thermal shades and hunkered over the box to assess the damage. His vision resolved into a sea of shifting heat patterns. Cool blue streams snaked out of the container through eight scattered bullet holes. The bullets’ impact had also created stress fractures invisible to analog eyes along the freezer’s outer casing.

			The shell wasn’t much to look at, but it was packed with sleek tech. It ran on a thermosonic engine that used high-amplitude sound waves to pump out heat and bring the zerg down to freezing temperatures. Delicate sensors relayed each larva’s condition to three small screens attached to the top of the box. A single power cell fueled the whole thing. Fragile stuff. All of it had survived Hutchins’s shooting spree against the container’s original owner, from what Vik could tell. It would need a bit of patchwork, but that was it. A few days’ work.

			Vik fired up a plasma torch and began. Every so often he caught audio from Serj’s console.

			“. . . larvae are the backbone of the Swarm, the tools necessary to build a zerg army. ‘Biological supercache’ is an apt categorization for the creatures. They contain the DNA of the entire alien collective. It’s for this reason that they can transform into nearly any zerg subspecies.”

			“No wonder the lab rat wants these things, huh?” Serj nudged Vik’s leg with his boot. “All that info locked inside . . . must be worth a fortune.”

			Vik nodded absently to appease his friend, hoping he’d eventually get bored of the vids. He didn’t.

			A few hours later, Serj ripped the shades off Vik’s face and shoved the console in front of him. “Gotta check this out.” A collage of vids played across the screen: larvae transforming into mounds of pulsating flesh. The cocoons burst open, and out streamed the monsters Vik had seen on UNN: hydralisks, zerglings, mutalisks, and other grotesque beasts. Creatures of nightmare.

			“Zerg overlords issue psionic commands to larvae, initiating their metamorphosis,” a dull voice droned over the vid. “The duration of the pupal stage is contingent on the complexity of the final organism.”

			Vik glanced at the larvae and startled. They’d turned their long, jagged bodies toward him. Their mandibles clicked. Their spindly legs scraped the floor. Goose bumps prickled over Vik’s flesh.

			“I thought they were just big slugs, y’know?” Serj said. “They’re dangerous.”

			“Haven’t changed yet. Don’t think they will.” Vik looked away from the aliens.

			Serj turned the console toward the larvae, replaying the vids of them transforming. “Yeah, well . . . Maybe they just need to see. They don’t know how to do it yet.”

			“Cut it out.” Vik kicked his friend in the leg. “You want them to transform?”

			Serj shrugged. “Just seems like a waste. I don’t know . . . They could be more than that.”

			“Yeah. And then they’d eat us.”

			“Maybe . . .” Serj drew the words out, dreamlike. He settled back against the cage’s fence and thumbed through the vids of the larvae transforming, replaying them over and over again.

			“Eat up, boys.” Serj emptied two ration packs in front of the zerg. Deep red tentacles slithered out from between the larvae’s mandibles. They prodded at the gruel for a few seconds, but didn’t eat.

			“Waste of good food,” Vik grumbled.

			“C’mon, it’s not that bad,” Serj said to the zerg.

			Click. Vik flinched at the sound. Jace and two of his fellow mercs stood at the edge of the pen, snapping pictures of the aliens with their fones.

			“Now that’s sweet. That’s real sweet.” Jace smiled.

			Vik ignored them like he always did. Eventually they’d get bored and leave. They just wanted to remind themselves they weren’t the lowest rung on the ladder.

			Metal groaned as Jace opened the pen door and stepped inside. He kneeled down and extended an enormous hand toward the zerg. “All that talk on UNN about how badass these things are . . .”

			Serj slapped Jace’s arm away. Vik slowly turned, screaming inside. Idiot. What had gotten into him?

			“They’d tear you up good if they were in their true forms,” the big grub said. “They turn into other zerg.”

			“We’ve got a scientist in our outfit,” one of the mercs said, laughing.

			Jace wasn’t smiling. He rose, looming over Serj. “Did you just fekkin’ hit me?”

			Rather than back down like he should’ve, Serj mirrored the threatening posture. “Don’t recall Ivan sayin’ you had business here.”

			The two men stared at each other for a long moment, seeing who would stand down first.

			“I thought I told you lot that the zerg are off-limits until the drop!” Ivan’s voice rattled through the room. As Vik’s boss marched up to the pen, the mercs cowered away.

			“Just wanted to get a look, boss.” Jace picked at his scar. “Not every day we see zerg.”

			“You’ve seen enough of them already.”

			The mercs took their leave without argument. When they were gone, Ivan said, “Status.”

			“Soon,” Serj replied.

			“ ‘Soon’?”

			“Soon, boss,” Vik corrected his friend’s blunder.

			Ivan backhanded the smaller grub. Pain blossomed from the corner of his mouth. His boss, however, never took his eyes off of Serj. He held the grub in his hard gaze. Vik saw his friend’s muscles tense, but after a moment his shoulders hunched back down.

			“Soon, boss,” he finally said.

			“ ‘Soon’ was yesterday. Twenty-four hours.” Ivan was gone before the grubs could reply.

			“You all right?” Serj put his hand on Vik’s shoulder.

			“No thanks to you.” He licked the wound on his lip. “What was that?”

			“Just . . . tired of taking their crap.”

			“So am I. That’s why I don’t give them a reason to dish it out,” Vik said. Neither of them had ever lashed out at one of the mercs. They’d always played it cool; that was survival. Blend in. Hide in plain sight. Obey. Those were the rules.

			“I know. But then I see these things . . .” Serj gestured to the larvae. “They look like nothin’, y’know, but with all that DNA inside, they could be anything. It just got me thinkin’ . . . Never mind.”

			Serj settled back against the fence and resumed watching the console. Vik’s temper cooled as he got back to work. After a few more hours of tinkering, he finished patching up the box’s bullet holes and stress fractures with scrap neosteel. Things were looking up. But in the port, that was usually when something was waiting just around the corner to knock you back down.

			Vik powered up the box, but was met with silence. Cursing, he inspected the container again and found a small puncture in the power cell he’d missed before. Shrapnel from a P220 round had ripped right through its heart. Repairing the cell’s core was possible, but it would take at least a week. The grub scrambled through the shop and scavenged three older-generation power supplies, figuring he could rig them into the container. It would be dangerous work. One misstep, and the cells could blow his hands off. But even that was better than missing Ivan’s deadline.

			“Vik . . .” Serj muttered later that night. “How much longer you think it’ll take?”

			“Half a day.” Vik pulled a microwelder back from the power cells. He wiped sweat and grime from his forehead. “Plenty of time before the drop.”

			“Don’t think we’ve got that long.” The grub swiveled the remote console toward Vik. Viscous purple terrain appeared on-screen. Larvae were crawling all over it like nerrats on carrion.

			“For survival, larvae depend on creep, the biomass that fuels zerg hives. If isolated from it, a larva’s life span is dramatically decreased. Calculated survival time can be anywhere from hours to days.”

			“Hours,” Serj said. “That’s why the buyer wanted them in the box.”

			Vik shivered as images of Ivan’s dog slurping blood from the floor and gnawing on Hutchins’s flesh filled his head. Without a word, he leaned over the box and touched the microwelder to the power cells. His focus honed in on the task at hand, and the world around him faded away. He continued all through the night, bleary-eyed and fueled by terror. It was the best work he’d done in his life. By noon the next day, he’d finished the box, hands intact, and fired it up. All lights green. Good to go.

			“We did it, Serj. Well, I did it,” Vik joked. Another job done. Another disaster averted. Another day survived. He pumped his fists in triumph as he turned to the larvae. Serj was hunched over one of them.

			“It’s dead,” his friend stated in a flat tone. “Its little legs just stopped moving.”

			“He’ll know.” The microwelder trembled in Vik’s hand. “He’ll know.”

			They’d stuffed the larvae into the box, putting the dead one on the left. The vital sign screens on top of the container were relatively crude. Each one displayed a green or red light depending on whether the specimen below was alive or dead. They were easy to change. The question was whether Ivan would buy it. Vik’s boss was meticulous with his product.

			“Forget about it.” Serj paced around the pen. “It doesn’t matter.”

			“Forget about it?” Vik put the finishing touches on the display screen above the dead larva. It blinked from red to green. “We have two options: we tell him, or we trick him. I don’t recommend the first.”

			“Or we take them. Sell them ourselves.” Serj squatted down near the other grub and spoke in hushed tones. “Think about it. We always talk about getting off this rock, right? This is it. The larvae are worth a fortune. Otherwise, why would the buyer come to this junkyard to pick them up? If it’s true he’s a government lab rat, then he wouldn’t deal with the likes of Ivan unless he were desperate.”

			“It’s Ivan’s property.”

			“He stole it. It’s as much ours as it is his.”

			“What is it with you? One day you’re fine, and then the next you’re . . .”

			Serj laughed a cold, sad sound. “I’m what? Not acting like a dog anymore? Not cowering down whenever I hear Ivan’s boots behind me? Every morning we do our ritual to remind ourselves that we’re not animals. Then we come in here and get treated like them. I’m tired of it . . . just . . . tired . . .”

			“We lie low. We bide our time and save up credits. That’s how we do it. That’s what you taught me.”

			“We’ve been working for years, and what do we have to show for it? Nothing. If we—”

			“Grubs!” Ivan shouted. They turned toward their boss as he approached the pen. “Status.”

			“Just finished, boss,” Vik said. Maybe for the first time in his life, he was relieved to see Ivan. He hoped that the boss man’s presence would smack some sense into Serj. “Zerg are inside. Locked tight.”

			Ivan cracked open the box and peeked in at the three larvae collecting a new coat of frost. Dead or alive, they all looked the same. The three displays on the box’s lid glowed green.

			Vik held his breath until his boss nodded. “Good. You’re done here.”

			The grub waited until Ivan was well out of earshot before speaking. “Let’s go. Enough of your crazy idea.”

			“No.” Serj stood his ground. “What’s crazy is living like we do. We could do anything . . . be anything . . . but we accept being treated like this. It’s gone on too long. Now, are you going to help me or not?”

			“I . . . it’s too dangerous, man. It’s—”

			Serj reached into Vik’s jumpsuit and pulled out the pilot wings. He yanked hard, snapping the rubber cord. “Why do you wear these if you’re fine with livin’ your whole life as one of Ivan’s dogs? You’ll work and work, and then you’ll die. No one will give two licks either way. Born a port grub, die a port grub.”

			Enough. He’d had enough. Emotion got the better of Vik, and he charged into Serj. His friend grabbed him by the collar and flung him against the chain-link fence.

			“Go. Run home.” Serj stuffed the wings into his own pocket. “Wait for Ivan’s call like a good dog.”

			So Vik did, the anger building with every step. Serj . . . what had happened to him? If he wanted to kill himself, so be it. How would he even get the zerg out of the shop? Where would he find a buyer?

			By the time Vik reached his system runner, his eyes were burning. He made it inside, where no one could see, before the real waterworks began. The crying just made him angrier. He took a wrench to the system runner’s old console, where he and Serj used to spend hours acting like pilots, dreaming that they were soaring over some exotic jungle world and talking about their plans to make it off the port.

			When the console was smashed and cracked, he shattered the dusty canopy and then curled up on the ratty pilot seat. He clenched the old foam with white-knuckled fists and buried his face in the damp fabric. The hardest thing was that he knew Serj was right. Vik had run home like a whipped dog, fleeing at the first sign of danger to save its own hide. Born a port grub, die a port grub.

			Don’t go. Ignore it. Wait it out.

			It was night. Ivan’s transponder was chiming in Vik’s wrist.

			Don’t go.

			But he did.

			Vik entered the chop shop expecting to see Serj’s flayed corpse dangling from chains, but nothing looked out of the ordinary. A few mercs shuffled around rearranging shipment crates in the shop’s belly. Jace was watching UNN feeds on a vidscreen. The others were all sitting at a table, playing cards, sucking on cigars, and knocking back shot after shot of Scotty Bolger’s Old No. 8.

			They all turned and looked at Vik as he walked through the facility. They usually never looked.

			Ivan appeared and wordlessly led him to the back room. Only a couple of the overhead lights were on, making it difficult to see. Vik did, however, make out the freezer box, sitting right where he’d left it.

			Maybe Serj had shelved his stupid plan. Maybe he’d gotten smart and gone back to the alleys to sleep off whatever suicidal dream had latched its teeth into him. Or maybe he’d crashed and burned.

			“These zerg are fetching a high price; you know that?” Ivan asked.

			Vik tread carefully, fearing another one of Ivan’s games. “I figured as much, boss.”

			Ivan reached into his pocket and pulled out a fistful of credits. They clanked and jingled as he hefted them in his hand. “The boys will be getting a big cut. Seems you should get a little something too.”

			Vik was speechless. His hungry gaze locked on the coins, and relief washed over him. Serj . . . idiot. We lie low. We bide our time and save up credits. Those are the rules.

			“Loyalty is always rewarded,” Ivan said as he put his other arm around Vik’s shoulder and then turned him in the direction of the main pen.

			“You see them?” The boss man extended his chin toward the dogs. They’d stopped barking. They always did when Ivan was near. The grub squinted at the shadows shifting in the pen.

			“People always ask me why I keep the hounds around. They think I’m some kinda animal lover. It ain’t that. It’s because they’re loyal. That’s everything. That’s what separates us from beasts like the zerg.”

			Vik heard the dogs padding around, their paws squishing against something sticky and wet.

			“If there’s one thing I can’t stand, it’s disobedience. You know that.”

			Ivan flung open the cage door and nudged Vik inside. The grub took a few hesitant steps as his eyes adjusted to the darkness. The hounds were shining . . . No . . . glistening wet. Everything was.

			“Last night the other grub tried to steal the zerg. My product. Didn’t get far. He claimed he was working alone, that you didn’t know what he was up to.”

			Blood. It covered the ground. It covered the dogs. One of the hounds gnawed on a giant bone. Human. Vik reared back as his brain processed the horrific scene, but Ivan caught him by the scruff of his neck and hurled him into the ground. The grub’s knees slammed into the floor, and his hands slipped forward, the blood lapping between his fingers.

			And there, right in front of him, atop a pile of torn fabric and gristle, were his gnawed pilot wings.

			“You didn’t know, did you?” Ivan continued.

			“I’m loyal, boss. I’m loyal!” Vik shouted.

			“Maybe. But I can’t hand out rewards when I don’t know all the facts, can I?” Ivan slipped the credits back into his own pocket. He squatted and whispered in Vik’s ear, his breath hot and reeking of smoke and whiskey. “Next time you catch wind of someone making moves against me, you tell me.”

			Ivan gave him one last shove, sending the grub sprawling face-first into the blood.

			“Clean up the pen before you leave. I’ll call you when the next shipment is in.” The cage door slammed shut behind Vik. The metal clink of his boss’s boots slowly receded into the distance.

			The grub wrapped his hand around the wings and then closed his eyes to shut everything out, but the blood was waiting for him in the darkness. Big crimson waves crashed around in his mind, afterimages burned into his visual cortex and given new life by fear. Blindly he scrambled to leave the pen, hands and legs sliding on the slick red floor. Warm metallic air clung to his tongue. He vomited and trembled. He banged his head against the fence until his hands found the door and he dove out in a frantic lunge. The grub crumpled to the ground, his chest heaving with exhaustion. The terror, though, had disappeared. Every feeling had, as if he’d been detached from the outside world in some feeble attempt to deflect the shock waves of trauma. Vik stared at the ceiling as his body went numb.

			Slowly, deep down in a place beyond the reach of consciousness, a fault line ripped through the grub. Vik—the dreamer, the friend, the terran—sank into the blood pools that still haunted his mind. All that remained was the beast he’d struggled to suppress over the years, the watcher behind the eyes, ruled by dark and primal neural pathways where self-awareness had never dared tread. The ritual was forgotten. Passive survival lost its allure. The grub hungered for something more.

			Pain burned in his palm. The grub opened his hand and saw the chewed-up pilot wings and a trickle of fresh blood where they’d punctured his skin. He watched the red line work down the creases of his hand, the data of an entire species hard-coded on double helixes within the crimson liquid.

			It was the same blood in Ivan and every other badass he’d heard of. They’d just learned how to use it in different ways. The larvae were no different, Vik thought as he gazed over his shoulder at the freezer box. They possessed the capacity for even greater change. All that power locked beneath their thick shells . . . all that potential. That must’ve been what broke Serj: an idea of transformation so radical that it had turned his worldview on its head. No more “Born a port grub, die a port grub.”

			But the larvae didn’t have the key to change. They didn’t have what Vik had, what Ivan had given him.

			The grub sucked at his wound, savoring its sweetness. In the distance he heard the sounds of laughter from the center of the shop, the clink of poker chips in celebration of the payday to come. Vik looked out across the spare parts, rusting vehicles, and shipment crates in the room as if for the first time, seeing them through the eyes of a creature born in a pit of twisted metal. Once he’d viewed it as a prison, but now it was a playground filled with the tools of his trade. His neosteel jungle.

			At 09:00 Ivan and his crew marched into the back room. Vik watched them from the rafters.

			“Payday!” Jace bellowed.

			“Buyer will be here in thirty, boys,” Ivan said as he approached the dog cages with the other mercs. “We load up the box and head out in force. We make the drop, then we come back and split the earnings. Business as usual. Let’s do this clean, and we’ll—”

			“Boss!” Jace stopped just outside of the dog pen. The container was inside, its lid hanging open. Nearby, a giant hole gaped in the chain-link fence as if something had torn through it.

			“The zerg. They opened the box!” another merc yelled.

			“They can’t open boxes,” Ivan growled. “Jace?”

			“I did my rounds like you told me, boss,” the big man said. “No one coulda made it out with the zerg.”

			Vik had seen Jace periodically wandering through the room. The grub had worked all through the night, melting into the shadows whenever the merc came in for his inspection.

			Ivan’s eyes swept across the room. “Then they’re in here. Empty out every one of these crates!”

			The workers hurried through the narrow room, held tight in the grip of uncertainty. The shale dogs were howling louder than usual. Saliva foamed across their jaws. They smelled the fear.

			“There’s one, boss!” Jace thrust a meaty hand up at the top of a stack of containers. The spiky carapace of a larva peeked out over the edge, right where Vik had put it. The big man clambered up the containers and plucked the alien from its perch. The critter was tucked up in a ball, its body glued together with industrial adhesive. The grub was glad he’d found a use for the dead larva.

			“Musta crawled up there.” Jace turned the alien around in his arms. “It’s all curled up.”

			“Then uncurl it and put it in the box!” Ivan ordered. “Find the others.”

			“C’mon now, little bugger.” Jace grabbed each end of the larva with his enormous hands. “Ain’t gonna help where you’re goin’.”

			Vik slid his thermal shades down and set them to dampen heat and light patterns. Show time.

			Jace yanked, unfurling the larva and triggering a cluster of frag grenades the grub had rigged to its belly. The explosion sent the merc’s legs rocketing off in opposite directions and reduced the rest of his body to a shower of biomechanical machine bits.

			Vik reached for a makeshift control panel he’d wired into the facility’s electrical lines, and thumbed a series of switches. The first overloaded the shop’s power core, killing the floodlights. Backup generators kicked in, painting the room in crimson emergency strobes.

			The second switch wirelessly detonated a dozen grenades he’d scattered in the shipment containers stacked against the far wall. Fireballs blossomed in the room. Thunder shook the walls. Shards of molten shrapnel fanned out in all directions, cutting down a third of Ivan’s cronies.

			“ZERG!” someone yelled.

			The mercs scattered and dove for cover. Pop! Pop! Pop! The whole crew unloaded their weapons—pistols, shotguns, and assault rifles—at shadows with reckless abandon.

			Vik triggered the last switch. Thermite charges ignited across the outside of the cage containing the dogs. The structure’s fence melted into a pile of molten goop. The terrified animals surged out of the pen, lunging at whoever stood in their path of escape and safety. The chaos was absolute.

			The grub slid down a maintenance ladder and stalked into an empty vehicle corral where he’d loaded the two remaining larvae onto a hoverdolly. Pushing the dolly in front of him, he wove through the carnage, his thermal shades affording him preternatural vision.

			He raced along one side of the room, positioning the hoverdolly between himself and the frantic mercs and hounds. A hail of stray rounds slammed into the larvae carapaces, ricocheting back into the melee.

			Then Vik was out, tossing the thermal shades aside and pushing the dolly into Deadman’s Port proper. He made a beeline for the starport. Thinking back on his escape, the grub realized Ivan had disappeared during the fighting. He cursed himself for not noticing earlier. The boss’s absence should’ve been a warning.

			A transport engine snarled behind him. Tire treads clawed at the dirt. Vik glanced over his shoulder and saw his boss, gunning the four-wheeled metal beast toward him. The grub slipped into the familiar backstreets of his home. After a few twists and turns he lost sight of the transport, but he heard the growl of its engine echoing through the alleyways. It was impossible to place.

			Grubs poked their heads out of their makeshift homes built from abandoned ship scraps to survey the ruckus. Vik ignored them and gritted his teeth as he pushed the dolly into the street ahead. He was racing toward the other side when Ivan’s transport careened around a nearby corner.

			It all happened so fast that Vik only had the time to step back as the vehicle slammed into the dolly. The impact ripped one of the larvae into pieces and sent the other, along with the grub, flying. Vik tumbled across the ground, bruised and battered, but alive.

			The commotion drew more grubs. They bounded and leapt through the webwork of streets. They crawled and clambered atop derelict ship hulls and towering nests of jagged neosteel. Dozens of feral eyes set in grime-smudged faces peered into the street. They didn’t come to intervene. They came to watch. Fights meant death, and death meant scavenge.

			Ivan stepped out of the transport, clutching a needle-gun. He picked up a piece of the dead larva, looked at it for a few seconds, and then hurled it across the street, screaming. It was the most emotion Vik had ever seen his boss display. The grub felt a grim satisfaction that he had shattered the crime lord’s mask.

			“What part of our talk last night didn’t you understand?” Ivan asked. “You’re filth, down to your bones. An animal like the rest of these leeches!” he yelled, waving his gun at the watching grubs.

			Less than a meter away from Vik, the living larva scratched at the dirt road with its legs. The grub pulled the alien close, using it as a shield, and then struggled to his feet.

			Ivan marched forward in long strides and leveled his needler at the grub, but he pulled it back as he neared. “No. I’m going to bash your head in like I did with the other grub. He cried, you know. Whimpered like a dog. Didn’t even have the honor to die like a man.”

			His chuckle turned into a hoarse cough, followed by a stream of blood that dribbled from his mouth. Vik’s heart rate quickened at the sight of it. He scanned his enemy and found a barely noticeable patch of crimson on his stomach, partially hidden by his black suit coat. Caught a stray bullet in the melee . . .

			Vik’s adrenal glands doped his bloodstream with a fresh wave of epinephrine. His vision became dagger-sharp as he focused on the wounded animal standing in his territory. His blood howled, and all at once he felt a rush of invincibility. He wasn’t a grub. He was the purest expression of survival, the bearer of a genetic code honed and sharpened by natural selection over the course of terran existence.

			“Let this be a reminder.” Ivan grabbed Vik’s jumpsuit as he addressed the other grubs. “My product, my—”

			Vik sank his teeth into Ivan’s hand, tearing away a strip of meat. He sprang forward on the balls of his feet, swinging the larva down. His boss fired a wide shot just as the zerg’s spiky carapace tore through his suit, through his flesh, and to his bone.

			And then Vik was pinning Ivan to the ground, smashing the larva down on his boss again and again. The carapace crashed down with sharp cracks, shattering bone. His blood howled for more, and he indulged its cravings until the crime lord was nothing more than a smear of roadkill. The grubs, ascendant, rose, holding his larva overhead. Blood coated his body like a new hide, a symbol of superiority that spoke more to his kind than threats, titles, or credits ever would.

			Most of the watchers kept their distance. A few even cowered low to the ground in some animal approximation of a bow. But one lunged forward, reaching for Ivan’s fallen gun, driven by the desire to defeat the new champion and assert his dominance.

			An inhuman scream boiled out of Vik as he kicked his boot into the challenger’s sternum. The grub cried in pain and rolled through the dirt. He slowly crawled away in defeat, keeping his eyes to the ground. They all were, Vik realized. Not one of the grubs had the courage to meet his gaze. They were scared. They were his.

			“Ivan’s shop is open for business! First come, first serve!” he bellowed.

			The grubs cheered, raising dirty fists skyward, and then scattered off in the direction of the facility. Vik would’ve joined them, but he had a fortune in his hands. The larva’s legs clawed wildly at the air. He wondered if it comprehended its victory, if it realized how far it had come with his command.

			Vik brought Ivan’s transport to a screeching halt at the edge of the dust-blown landing area that passed as the city’s starport. He hopped out of the vehicle, dressed in a ratty shirt and pants. He’d taken off his jumpsuit and wrapped it around the larva to avoid the attention of the starport’s regulars. The clothing concealed the alien entirely, making Vik look like just another grub lugging around useless junk.

			He almost missed the buyer’s vessel. The lab rat had been smart. The beat-up, common-looking ship fit right in. What gave it away was a plump man waiting outside, clean-shaven and dressed in a crisp black jumpsuit. Branamoor’s rep, Vik remembered Ivan saying before. The man probably would’ve been hassled if not for the armed guards—mercs, from the look of them—standing nearby.

			Vik was trekking toward the ship when a wave of fatigue hit him. Every bruise and scratch he’d earned over the past twenty-four hours flared painfully to life. The larva suddenly weighed a thousand pounds in his rubbery arms. As he shifted his hold on the bundled zerg, the pilot wings slipped out of the jumpsuit’s folds. The grub stared at them for a moment, not immediately recognizing what they were.

			But something inside of him did. The primal fog shrouding his mind parted. Fragments of his old self, locked away in his subconscious, stirred. He struggled to keep them back, those weak and unnecessary parts that were anathema to survival.

			“We’re not like them: that’s what’s important. We’re not animals,” he heard Serj’s voice say.

			“Shut up . . .” Vik growled. He stomped on the wings to silence the unwanted speaker. Inside, his other half clawed up toward the surface of thought, armed with memories, accountability, and guilt.

			“When we finally make it off this rock, we’ll fit in with people. We’ll be real terrans.”

			Vik stumbled. Images of the past day hit him like a maglev train: Jace’s body coming apart, shale dogs tearing out the throats of terrified mercs, and Ivan’s remains plastered across the street. He hadn’t really seen any of it happen at the time. It hadn’t been him; it’d been someone else. Something else.

			“Vik . . .” the grub said as he went to his knees. “I’m Vik.”

			The buyer’s rep stared at him in disgust, oblivious to the treasure cached under his bloodstained jumpsuit. The man’s eyes, cold and calculating, reminded Vik of Ivan’s. The grub hugged the larva protectively, thinking of emotionless figures in white lab coats poking and prodding the alien with strange devices. Freedom was meters away, and all it would cost was another life, an alien and unthinking one at that. Just one more sacrifice to finish this path built of blood . . .

			“We both forgot . . .” Vik plucked the wings from the ground and then turned away from Branamoor’s rep. “We both screwed it all up. I should’ve stayed . . . talked you out of it. We coulda found another way.”

			He collapsed at the edge of the starport, his body limp with exhaustion. For hours, he sat there and watched the ships come and go. Eventually the lab rat’s ship took off empty-handed.

			The larva died later that night. Its tiny legs stopped moving and its body went rigid. Vik dug a hole in the ground and laid the alien inside. He stood over the grave, thinking of all the UNN vids he’d seen about the zerg. Any other terran would’ve called the larva a monster, but the grub didn’t. The little critter hadn’t been turned into one. Zerg changed their skins when they became killing machines, but Vik’s kind remained the same. They hid their beasts behind masks of carefully manicured normalcy. Maybe that made his species more dangerous than a million bloodthirsty aliens stampeding toward a helpless colony. At least with the zerg, you could see them coming.

			As Vik began throwing dirt into the grave, a hard lump formed in his throat. In his fit of terror and emotional detachment, he realized that he hadn’t felt anything for Serj’s death. But peering down at the half-buried larva dislodged those dormant feelings. It was the first time in his life he’d ever seen a dead thing and felt truly sad . . . the first time he knew what it was to feel like a real person.

			The next morning, Vik found a group of smugglers and traded Ivan’s transport for a space in their puddle-jumper’s cargo hold. He never asked where they were going. Apart from the clothes on his back and Serj’s wings in his pocket, he left everything else behind. It was only Vik who ascended the ship’s landing ramp. The dreamer. The friend. The terran.

		

	
		
			Week 2

			@RedellQuinton: @TalenAyers Nice response, Doc. You a writer or something?

			@TalenAyers: @RedellQuinton This is in reference to my email, I assume?

				@RedellQuinton And yes, I’m a writer. Maybe my books aren’t as widely read in your circles, but they’re popular in the scientific community.

			@RedellQuinton: @TalenAyers My circles?

			@TalenAyers: @RedellQuinton Oh no! I didn’t mean it like that. I meant that writings on xenoscience might not be as interesting to engineers.

				@RedellQuinton I would never dream of slighting your profession, Chief Engineer.

				@RedellQuinton I apologize if it came out that way, but wish to assure you that I have nothing but the greatest respect for your vocation.

			@RedellQuinton: @TalenAyers Ha-ha—I’m just messing with ya, Doc. I read your books. Even tried to incorporate your metabolic-rate theory into a carburetor.

				@TalenAyers Ended up melting two perfectly good hellions to slag before I decided to leave squishy science to the eggheads in your circles.

			Personal Log: Dr. Talen Ayers 

			Ludwig van Beethoven said, “Tones sound, and roar and storm about me until I have set them down in notes.” It is wisdom I have carried throughout my career.

			Beethoven was a brilliant composer who has been largely forgotten by the vagabond Earthlings who have taken root here in the Koprulu sector. But I open this log with his words in the vain hope that my work here may someday match, in scientific form, the stirring musical legacy that great soul left for humanity.

			No, modesty has never been one of my strong suits. Modesty didn’t pull me out of the drafty one-room farmer’s shack I was born in. Modesty didn’t win me top honors at Tarsonis U and a double PhD at Korhal Academy, nor did it help my seminal work become the first treatise on xenobiology to be made an Augustgrad Times best-seller. Modesty has its place: comfortably stuffed in the throats of those not ambitious enough to take a big, toothy bite out of the universe.

			Sadly, it was this selfsame lack of modesty that brought me here. How could the ever-seeing eyes of the Dominion ignore the undeniable efforts of my mind? A mind Michael Liberty called “an interplanetary treasure” in his UNN profile. How could the Dominion Armed Military Nonsense resist putting my invaluable neurons to work for them?

			There I was, publishing valuable insights for the poor masses to consume . . . and there I was, not helping the D.A.M.N. fools turn knowledge into weapons. Granted, my work wasn’t being shared entirely out of benevolence; the poor masses were making me rich. According to Ken, my agent, sales of Ayers on Aliens had already hit ten million.

			That was only one week before I was aggressively recruited from my bedroom. By a ghost. Yes, I know it sounds like a Dickens novel. But, unlike Scrooge’s nocturnal abductor, my ghost was armed with a knife, a rifle, and the ability to telekinetically make me lose control of my bladder. They can do that, right?

			Regardless, here I am. The Blackstone facility is cramped, stuffy, and it has an appalling lack of windows. The project head is so arrogant that I am surprised they were able to fit his enormous cranium into this tiny little rock. To make matters worse, I seem to have made a poor impression on good Dr. Branamoor, and he is now committed to making my time here even more unbearable. Surprisingly, I find it difficult to dwell on my current state of discomfort, due to the incredible resources we have at our disposal. I have worked in some of the most prestigious laboratories in the Koprulu sector and have never seen tools with the power and precision presently at my fingertips. Nor have I seen such an abundance of rare and unique samples of alien tissue. Rumor has it that Branamoor has connections in the black market, and I don’t care to know any more than that. This assignment has given me access to complete specimens of zerg larvae, and I have witnessed things that have sent my imagination soaring. Wonderful things. Possibilities for healing the human race beyond anything dreamed of in our wildest fiction.

			TA

		

	
		
			A War On

			By James Waugh

			The zerglings got Irmscher at the Battle of Lawndale 12, a backwater incursion during the Brood War that no one ever writes about in the history books.

			Irmscher was only a kid, right out of upper school, fresh faced and full of piss and vinegar, the type that never lasts long in the Dominion Marine Corps. At eighteen, with no real prospects, he went door to door selling unregulated fones to make enough money to take girls out and pay rent. One day he knocked on the door of Sergeant Robert Maury, a Dominion marine recruiter who wasn’t all that interested in Irm’s wares. Three days later he was on a dropship to Turaxis II for boot camp, getting his head filled with stories of heroic combat, legendary R and R trips, and the glory of earning medals. But fighting zerg wasn’t exactly the eminent career path he was told it would be. There was nothing glorious about watching men, though more often than not it was watching boys, be shredded alive in front of you, savagely ripped apart by monsters, blood spurting from their mouths and filling their CMC’s helmets like a macabre daiquiri blender.

			At night when all of Rho Squadron were huddled together in the dank innards of a quickly set-up barracks, he’d pull up a picture on one of his unregulated fones and show the boys “the girl I’m gonna go and get once this war is over.” She was a pretty blond thing with looping, curly hair worn in the fashion of the Marlowe elite. Her name was Mary Lou, and he’d met her just days before meeting Sergeant Maury.

			“Hell . . . you ain’t gonna get any of that, boy. That there is high class,” Birch, an older marine, would razz him. “She’s more suited for a stud like me.”

			They’d met at one of the underground stimbars that were supposed to be illegal, unless you were wealthy enough to own one or knew the right people who could get you in. It was a torrid night that he only remembered in adrenaline-filled flashes of memory—dancing, laughing, Scotty Bolger’s. He said they kissed. At least, he thought they did. He hoped. He got her contact info after, and they’d shared exorbitantly priced interplanetary messages ever since. As the weeks went on and he spent more and more time on the front lines, a gasp away from death, she slowly became more than a girl to him. She was an idea. An idea of a time when he didn’t spend his days in heavy CMC armor, huddled together with a bunch of older marines, more like brothers, teasing him about every little thing that came out of his “naïve” mouth, Irm praying for the days he’d no longer be “the kid.” Her image reminded him of a time before he’d heard the sound of a swarm of zerglings charging toward him, before he knew the feeling of certainty that there would be blood and gore and death. That sort of knowledge changed a man.

			“You’ll see,” he’d always say with the dreamer’s smile of the ignorant, gazing at her image, getting lost in its potential. “Yep, you, sir, will see.”

			The day the zerglings got Irmscher wasn’t all that different than countless other days in war. Most of them were spent waiting. They were spent sitting around and listening to the wind howl and fade into a dull quiet. It was a pregnant quiet with a dark promise.

			Rho Squad had been assigned to hold the line and defend Lawndale 12, a small communications relay on the south peninsula of Anselm. They’d dug deep trenches around the satellite system a week before and set up bunkers and two siege tanks on the perimeter. A base had been established to receive data and beam it out to the fleets deep in the sector. A barracks had been built as well, but Rho Squad never spent time in it. Precious seconds out of the field could mean death in an assault, so the discomfort of dirt-laden trenches became their home.

			No one had thought the zerg would ever really attack Lawndale. The strategic value in the grand scheme of the war was minute. So when the alarm ripped through the silence and Virgil Caine, Rho Squadron’s sergeant, began barking orders, his marines all scrambled to their feet and prepared for the worst. But it wasn’t the worst. It was suicide for the zerglings. There was no real point. The beasts were outnumbered and outclassed. Still the stupid, seemingly mindless xenos came anyway.

			You’d hear them way before you’d see them, yards out, the churning buzz of their chittering rattling into your ears.

			“Why they coming? What could they possibly want?” Irmscher could see them now, twenty slavering zerglings, teeth bared, talons poised, horrific ooze frothing from their mouths, their strong legs propelling them forward. They looked like rabid and mutated dogs turned loose by some cruel master.

			Irmscher would never get answers to his questions. The sound of hypersonic spikes filled the air, and there was no more time to consider. There was only action.

			The zerglings were outnumbered, but it didn’t matter; it was as if any terran death was worth their own ten times over. Rho Squad quickly realized that command had made a bad decision in ordering the trenches dug. Several zerglings crawled their way into the tight confines, and, given the bulk of the CMC armor the marines wore, many of Rho Squad were trapped in there with them, friendly fire hailing down and crashing into the makeshift dirt walls.

			Irmscher screamed when the zerglings got him. He howled as a razor-sharp talon ripped through his visor and pushed deep through his clavicle, followed by another, which tore open his armor as if it were a tin can.

			He was still alive when the last of the bastards were killed. He was still wondering why they had assaulted when they had no chance of survival. He was wondering why they’d come just to kill so few, to kill him. As he faded away, stims jutting into his veins, heart slowing to a gentle thump, thump, his CMC suit safeguards trying to seal off torn arteries, Birch cradling his frame while Sergeant Caine watched, Irmscher whispered, “Mary Lou.”

			Virgil Caine screamed into the darkness. He had sweat through his sheets during the night and now was cold from kicking the covers off of his naked body.

			“Virgil!” Rufi said, clutching his arm and pulling him back down to the softness of their pillows and her lips. “You’re here, baby. You’re with me.” She nuzzled his strong shoulder, her delicate blond hair like silk against the stone of his muscles. Virgil was breathing hard, almost panting. His chest heaved up and down and his heart pounded.

			“Hell. I’m . . . I’m sorry, Ru . . . I’m . . .”

			“Shhh. Hush, baby. I know. I know.”

			Over the year of their courtship she had grown used to his night terrors . . . his memories. When they got engaged, she committed to living with them. She had grown used to the times when she’d wake him up, wiping the tears off of his face, staring at the tender incongruity of a man of his size, his strength, crying in his sleep. It was just one more thing that made her love him.

			“I just . . . They’re back, baby. I can’t believe they’re back. I always knew, but . . . a man hopes, you know?”

			A woman does too, she thought. “You’re not answering the recall, Virgil. You don’t have to go back. I told you. We decided: Daddy will take care of this. We gonna start over. Ain’t no one is going to find out who you are. No one needs to know where you been. Tomorrow night, all this worry will be behind you.”

			He thought about those words a moment before answering. He thought of the possibility of not being the man who had faced down the zerg during the Brood War, the man who’d held the line against wave after wave of zerglings during those long months and survived. He didn’t know who he was without that part of his life, and the thought of finding out was one of the more terrifying things he’d ever experienced.

			“I know, Ru. I know. Part of me, though . . . I’ve never been a man to run before.”

			“You ain’t runnin’. Damn it, Mengsk got his best outta you. He’s got new marines to deal with this. What the hell he ever do for you, huh? For us? Daddy paid for your surgeries, not the Dominion. You paid your debt and you know it. How many times you almost die, Virgil? How many friends you lost?”

			“I don’t want to talk about this anymore.” He was thinking about the UNN report he had seen before bed. He was thinking about the images of them, a horde rampaging over Tiria, overrunning lines of soldiers. He was thinking of those teeth and talons and that horrible, harmonic chittering sound they made as they charged.

			“The recall ain’t right, Virgil. It ain’t. You’re out of the military. They have no right to call you back in just because there’s a new threat. You were there four years ago. Let someone else handle this one.”

			“I told you I ain’t going back, Rufi . . . So I won’t.”

			He leaned over and kissed her forehead the same way he did every night before they turned off the lights and went to sleep. He pulled her tiny frame toward him, and her warmth and softness felt right. When they came apart, she rubbed her finger across the large jagged scar that ran down his neck to his belly button, then up to the zergling tooth that he wore around his neck on a rope of skalet leather.

			“I hate this thing. You know I hate it when you wear it to bed. Pokes me . . . Take it off.”

			He smiled. “All right. I’ll take it off.” And he did, setting it on the nightstand.

			“Tomorrow, we go . . . All of it will be behind you. ’Sides, it ain’t like I’m not sacrificing here too, Virgil. I gotta start over too. Leave my friends, my family. Daddy.”

			“I know that.”

			“Now go to sleep, you big lug!”

			As she rolled over, Virgil stared at the ceiling fan. It churned around and around, casting bladed shadows against the dark walls illuminated only by yellow moonslight from outside. He thought about the new life Rufi was offering. Salvation from all he’d faced. He wondered whether once a man had faced the zerg, lost friends to the zerglings, and looked them in their vacuous, bleak eyes, he could ever get them out of the deep recesses of his mind.

			The UNN reports were horrific to watch, but he couldn’t stop. He had been up since sunrise, glued to the vidscreen and sipping burned coffee. He’d almost drunk an entire pot by the time Rufi came into the kitchen.

			“Why are you watchin’ that, Virgil?”

			“Don’t you wanna know what’s going on out there? Gotta make sure we can still even get ourselves a planet hopper. There’s a war on, baby.”

			On the screen was footage of that war. The carnage of a battlecruiser crashing down into a skyscraper as mutalisks dove, swarming it in midair, spitting projectiles into the flaming, smoking hull. Ribbons of text scraped the bottom half of the monitor. None of the words were positive; they all spoke of mind-numbing body counts, worlds under siege, casualties. A war was certainly on.

			“My lord.” Rufi covered her mouth with both hands. Even in the morning, hair astray, mascara smeared, she was a creature of petite and delicate beauty. “It’s horrible.”

			“That’s for sure, darling.”

			“I’m calling Daddy now. He said the forged identification docs will clear by afternoon.”

			“Your father’s taking a big risk. Plush government jobs like his don’t come around every day.”

			“Don’t you think his daughter and future son-in-law are worth a risk like that?”

			He nodded, turning back to the screen. A screaming reporter being filmed by a cambot was running down an alley.

			“Shooot.” Virgil saw them rounding the corner and storming down, down toward the reporter and cambot. The zerglings were countless: long claws slicing outward, carapaces clattering against the narrow walls, those dead, unfeeling eyes. Closer. Closer.

			The scene was quickly interrupted as Donny Vermillion, UNN’s most celebrated news anchor, appeared in the station’s broadcast room, cutting in right before the zerglings filled the cambot’s entire frame. He was ghost white and not doing a good job at covering his revulsion at the brutal death that his colleague was facing.

			“Is he . . . ?”

			“Yes.” Virgil was matter of fact, stopping her before she could ask the obvious. “You calling Dad?”

			“Y-y-yes,” she answered, leaving the kitchen.

			Virgil took a sip of coffee, his mind flashing to the image of zerglings tightly compacted, forcing their way into the alley. It reminded him of those trenches long ago. He exhaled long and hard, letting every ounce of air seep out of his lungs before he closed his eyes. A war was on.

			The zerglings got Albee in the Long Shadow canyons of Asteria during one of its famed saffron-hued sunsets.

			Albee was a resoc, big and dim, with the blissful grin that only manifested in those who’d had their memories replaced and revised. But that didn’t bother Virgil or Birch or Dave or the rest of Rho Squadron. For a resoc, he wasn’t so bad. He was a helluva soldier and as lucky as a man could get. Like most resocs, he was part of the front line, flung forward into the throngs of zerg to face down their initial assault. He’d seen and survived more action in his four years, first in the Confederate Corps, then the Dominion Corps, than most soldiers saw in a lifetime . . . And somehow, he always made it out of the front lines, ichor splattered across his CMC, wearing that big, silly grin on his face.

			During downtime, Albee would talk about growing up out in the countryside of Halcyon on the prime continent. He reminisced about the beautiful green hills covered in high grass that rolled on for what seemed like an eternity beneath blue skies and little fluffy clouds. He talked about the litter of puppies that followed him everywhere he’d go, tails wagging, and how much he loved their warm, wet licks sandpapering his face on lazy afternoons, nestled up under the shade of a banyan tree. It was an idyllic childhood, and one he missed. It was what he was fighting for, so that others could enjoy moments like he remembered, so that humanity would endure against the zerg and protoss and anyone else who stood in its way.

			Of course, they were fake memories, implanted in a resoc chamber on Norris VI. Everyone in Rho Squad knew it and had heard the same exact forged memories from other resocs. But no one in Rho would ever say a bad word about the gentle giant or his illusion of a past. On R and R at Bacchus Moon in the Cat House Bar, one of the privates from Alpha Squad who’d had too many Umojan zippers tried to point out these fake memories to Albee. He was quickly met with a gut punch from Virgil that resulted in a barroom brawl between marines. Virgil wanted Albee’s memories to be his own, fake or not; to be the one respite the brute had from the horrors faced day in and day out on the battlefield. No one was going to discredit them.

			In the streets of Nephor II, Caine and Albee encountered a woman who, upon seeing the big resoc, began screaming and pointing at him. “The Butcher! My god, he’s the Butcher of Pridewater! Here? Stop him! Someone has to stop him!” She was immediately escorted away by local authorities. Neither Caine nor Albee knew what had caused it.

			Weeks later, with the incident gnawing away in the back of Caine’s mind, he did some research on his lucky front-line soldier. Caine learned some things were best left unknown when it came to resocialized marines. Albee, who talked about the joy of puppies and the beauty of hills that went on forever, was also known as “The Butcher of Pridewater” for a string of murders that spanned ten years in the slums of the capital city. He had been known to torture his victims, to enjoy the sound of their pained screams, keeping them alive for days. The images that accompanied the data were horrific, and Caine now understood where the savagery he had seen take hold of Albee on the battlefield came from. But still, every time Albee’s eyes would glaze over in bliss as he talked about the smooth beige fur of the tiny puppies, their nipping baby teeth caressing his arms, wet noses sending his skin into goose bumps, Caine could only think about what a success the resoc program actually was—redeeming even the worst among us.

			When the zerglings got Albee, he was knee-deep in thick purple creep. Rho Squadron had marched into the Long Shadow canyons with a contingent of firebats and backed by the heavy bombardment of siege tanks and goliaths. They had come in to “mop up,” as Caine put it. The zerg infestation had been pushed back deep into the canyons to a hive cluster tucked within. As long as a hive survived on Asteria, the zerg would never stop attacking. The strike was a roaring success. Charred hydralisk corpses had sunk into the creep, and spawning pools oozed larvae carcasses. Hatcheries and other structures crumbled in bioplasmic splashes.

			The thundering boom from siege tank fire rattled Albee’s CMC suit. As always he was leading the charge, at the forefront of the battle and pushing deeper into the hive cluster. It didn’t seem as if there were many zerg left, most chopped down in a hail of goliath autocannon fire. Albee didn’t think there was much to be concerned about when he lowered his gauss rifle to take in the carnage he and his boys had wrought. It was a glorious sight for a terran. The living entities that were zerg structures were now ripped apart and had splattered onto one another, throbbing and pulsing veins jutting out, spraying the ground with a thick bloody miasma. This was victory. Albee felt a sense of pride.

			The zerglings burst from a nearby spawning pool with a cacophony of rabid and mostly unheard screams. Albee didn’t see them; no one did. The golden light of the famed canyon sunsets had cast everything in muted sepia, and the infamous long shadows had cut swaths of dark over the creep. The moment must have hit home with the lucky private. It was as if the dust particles dancing in the light reminded him of spring leaves drifting in the country breeze of his fake youth.

			He had no idea what had hit him as he collapsed face-first into the creep. Zerglings poured on top of him, jabbing and cutting, slashing and ripping, like wild animals come to feed, fighting over position as if they took joy in making sure each one of the pack got to pound its talons deep into the mess below them.

			When the battle was over, there was nothing left of the Butcher of Pridewater. He was little more than a scattered Rorschach stain on violet creep, nothing more than a memory etched permanently into the minds of those who had served with him.

			“You could farm. Shiloh’s got great agriculture programs,” Rufi said, stuffing her duffel bag with a lavender blouse.

			“We gonna be farmers now?”

			“Sure, why not?” Her laughter was musical. “I think that sounds like a nice life, don’t you?”

			Virgil reached into the closet and yanked a T-shirt off the rack. She waited for his response. He slowly took the hanger out from the collar, tossed it aside, and pushed the shirt into his bag.

			“Well?”

			The charming grin that had made her first find him attractive, despite the scars and stoic demeanor, filled his face. “Farming sounds like fun . . . It’s honest work . . . You gonna be my little farmer’s wife?”

			“Why, you know it. Just think, Virgil: open space, growing our own food. Our kids . . . if we have kids, that is . . . well, our kids could grow up with fresh air, have all that land.”

			“You think we got enough credits to have a lot of land?”

			“Things are cheap on Shiloh.”

			“You bet they are. Why do you think that is?” It wasn’t a question. It was a statement.

			Her radiant smile drooped to a frown. “Why would you say that? I’m . . . I’m trying here, Virgil. I’m really trying.”

			He walked over to her and brought her close. She tried to pull herself away but was instantly returned to his firm grip. “Listen here, little lady. I’ll be your farmer husband, and we’ll have those kids you’re always talking about and a simple little life where we’ll know all our neighbors’ names and—”

			“And never talk about zerglings or . . . or Rho Squad again?”

			He squeezed hard. “Now why would you say that? The Corps will always be with me, Ru.”

			As close as they had gotten over the last year, there would always be a gulf between them. She couldn’t possibly understand what he’d experienced.

			“Doesn’t mean you have to let them rule your life,” she said.

			“I don’t.”

			She looked him in his eyes. Her smile came back, filling her whole face like a balloon bursting with helium. “I’m gonna be a farmer’s wife.”

			He kissed her gently. “I appreciate this chance to start over. I do.”

			“Oh! Gotta go. The IDs should be ready. You, mister, need to have that closet cleaned out and be packed by the time I get back.”

			Virgil let her go and walked to the closet. He clicked the light and kneeled down. He lifted up a pile of shirts. Underneath was a dusty footlocker.

			“You can’t bring that, Virg.”

			“I know.”

			“You gotta get rid of what’s inside it too, you know? There can’t be any evidence of who we were. You heard Daddy.”

			“I know.”

			“I know it ain’t easy.”

			“It’s not.”

			When she left, he turned back to the footlocker and opened it. Memories wafted up with the dank, moldy smell from inside. He hadn’t opened it in years. There were medals that he was once so proud of, now collecting dust and hidden away; a dried cigar; a hypersonic spike; one of Irmscher’s unregulated fones. Then he felt something sticky. His initial reaction was to yank his hand back. Creep! Of course, it wasn’t creep. It slowly came to him.

			“Dave.” The name came out in a breathy exhalation as he pulled out what he’d found. It was a half-used chunk of blue wax . . . thruster board wax. Virgil brought it up to his nose and took a deep whiff. The rich, nutty scent brought him back to the time he was trying to escape from.

			The zerglings got Dave in his own bed, sleeping off a drunken night of poker. Sometimes that was how it happened.

			Big Wave Dave came from Santori Isle on Miranar. He was a member of the Screaming Sixes, a thruster board club that was famous for surfing the mountain-sized waves that pulverized Santori’s coastlines. They were the same waves that were responsible for the hydroelectric charges that powered the cities across that world. Scientists said waves of that scale were due to Miranar’s triple-moon gravitational pull, a perfect alignment of nature; the odds of it occurring elsewhere were extremely miniscule.

			The Screaming Sixes were known to follow the planet’s mercurial seasonal weather patterns and flock to the island continent during winter, when those patterns were sure to coalesce. The swells were massive then, thirty- to sixty-meter dark oceanic peaks frothing up from the depths like ominous harbingers. The embattled towns that lined the coast would be flush with thruster boarders from across the system, their hospitals and morgues bloating with the bodies of wannabes. It was one of these wannabes who led Dave to the Marine Corps.

			“If it wasn’t for dem faker punks, I wouldn’t be out here with you slikes,” he’d say to Virgil or Birch or anyone of Rho in earshot who would listen. “It’s just your luck that I had a hot temper.”

			The Dominion Marines had a strong recruiting presence among the prison systems throughout the sector, and it was on those rosters where they found Dave, who did indeed have a hot temper. At Bar Method, an underwater hot spot six klicks below sea level, one of the hottest thruster board hangouts on the planet, Big Wave Dave had run into a few tourists who were getting a bit too fresh with one of the local girls.

			“I was like a knight in shining armor, bro . . . Walked up to dem boys and taught ’em what happens when you mess with a Santori loc.”

			And he did, except things got out of hand and Dave lost control. A few broken bottles later, and the bar was covered in blood. A med unit had to be called in to remove the crippled messes that Dave had created. At the time Dave had been a scraggily, skinny thruster punk with long dreaded hair and islander glow tats, what the boys in Dominion prisons called “fresh meat.” After his sentencing, admiring the sort of temper that could put so many men in the hospital, a Dominion recruiter made him an offer: ten years of loyal service to Emperor Mengsk, or forty years’ hard labor in prison. 

			“Do I have to cut my dreads?” he replied.

			Though it pained him, they were gone, and he was off to boot camp. Several stim and steroid treatments later and he was on the front lines of the Brood War, fifty pounds of muscle heavier and a Rho Squad poker fixture. Criminal recruits didn’t get R and R, and so Scotty Bolger’s and gambling were his only escapes.

			He missed the days out on the waves. He missed slicing the open face of a deep gray, building-sized swell, the board’s ion thrusters pushing him higher and higher, and his dreads, the dreads he missed, blowing back in the breeze. To compensate the best way he could, he kept a bar of Mr. Snorggs’s Thruster Wax in his footlocker and took deep inhales from it during downtime, not caring what Virgil or Birch or any of the others said when they mocked him. He knew that in ten years, if he could just hold on, survive, time would fly by and he’d be out there again, carving the winter waves of Santori.

			The zerglings got Dave in the barracks after a sensor tower malfunctioned and a litter of the monsters made a mad dash into the base on Seti. Dave was so stone cold drunk he slept through the internal alarms and the sonic spike fire. He slept through as the xenos shredded the security gates and ripped their wave into the barracks. He slept through all the way to the point when one leaped on top of him, shaking his bed with its thunderous weight.

			When he woke up, it was in a state of delirium, glaring up into the eyes of death incarnate, a zergling with a Cheshire cat grimace forcing open its mouth. He woke up in time to feel the pain of large talons ramming into him over and over and over, his entrails pouring out of his stomach, looking like his long-cut-off dreads.

			Virgil and Birch managed to shoot the zergling down while it was still on top of Dave. Maybe there was some satisfaction to be had in that.

			Virgil looked down at the two little bags that composed all that he would bring to start his new life as a farmer or father or both. Everything else of his had been thrown out. Alone in their tiny apartment, he found the silence deafening. Every time he closed his eyes, all he could see were visions of zerglings, of hydralisks and mutalisks, of news reports of carnage and death. But mostly zerglings, because that was what you always saw first and most.

			He jumped with a start, eyes snapping open, as she entered the front door. Tears streaked her face like long transparent veins. She wiped her nose with the sleeve of her shirt. He thought it was cute.

			“Oh, Ru. You okay?”

			“Just hard sayin’ good-bye, is all . . . Just hard.” He got up and wrapped his arms around her, and she smiled. “Daddy said he can try to visit when things calm down a bit. Maybe a year or two. He thinks he can come under a fake identity. I’ll . . . I’ll see him again.”

			“You get the IDs?”

			She yanked herself away, nodding and digging into her oversized purse. She pulled out two holocard digi-IDs, the kind that had come into use on Shiloh, and handed him one. Virgil pressed the tiny button, and a holoprojection popped up from the thin card. It was his face, all right, but not his name or data. His holographic head circled in 3-D, showing all sides while paragraphs of personal information scrolled next to it. Rufi looked at his reaction through the image, biting her lower lip, wondering how he’d respond.

			“Derek Dayton?” he finally said. “I sound like a character from a superhero vid.”

			“Well, mine’s Jossie Thomas. That ain’t too pretty . . . And I went to school for bioplasmic studies, of all things.” She pressed her ID card, and a holographic rendering of her head beamed out. “My shuttle leaves in an hour. Yours in two. Daddy made the arrangements that way so as not to draw no suspicion. He said we shouldn’t give anyone reason to think we knew each other before planetfall. He said we should meet there . . . maybe in the starport . . . pretend it’s the first time.”

			“Gonna have to do a lot of pretending from here on out, I imagine.”

			“I imagine . . . I should go, Virgil . . .” Her chimelike laughter returned. “I mean, Derek.”

			“Come here, Jossie.” He kissed her forehead the way he always did. “I love you. You know that.”

			“I do.” And she kissed him on the lips. It was long and slow, and what was most important was that their bodies were pushed into each other. What was most important was their closeness. Finally, after what seemed like an eon, she released him. “You’re on shuttle 3801. Don’t be late! There’s extra security given the zerg threat.”

			“What would I do without you?” He grinned.

			“Don’t ask me.” She laughed. “See you there.”

			And she was gone, leaving their little apartment, leaving their old life for good.

			Virgil sat back down and did nothing. He stared at the dirty wall for an hour, mind a blank for the first time in ages. When the hour was up, he stood, lifted his bags, and walked to the door. But something stopped him. Something was missing. He set the bags down. He looked back at the apartment. It was so empty now. The flavor that had been the collage of her life and his smashed together was gone. It was just a drab, plain space, the barren landscape of what was.

			Before he left he decided that he’d better give the place one more once-over just to make sure he didn’t forget anything.

			He saw it the second he walked into the bedroom. There, on the nightstand, was the zergling tooth. He picked it up and ran his finger against its serrated edge. It was still so sharp that he didn’t even feel the thing slice his hand. It wasn’t until he noticed the blood running down his arm that he became conscious of the tiny gash.

			The zerglings got Birch when they overran the terran base on Urona Sigma. Once again, the evacuation dropships were late, the way it seemed they always were.

			Birch was once an upper-school demolition star from Shiloh, a greasy motor head who knew little else. Demolition was a particularly brutal sport, the kind parents always tried to have banned from the schools but never could succeed in doing. Much like the demolition derby drivers of Old Earth, demolition jockeys built their vehicles and then used them to “knock out” their competitors. It was king of the hill at 190 kilometers an hour with no hill, just unstable, rocky gravel. The car with the most knockouts (that could still function) won. Every year scores of young men and the occasional woman were hospitalized for severe burns, breaks, and bruises; a handful would die. Birch was the best. Hands down. It was all he lived for. His life outside of school had been spent elbow deep in the engine of whatever car he had been building at the time, thinking about getting back into the arena. In upper school he held the record for most knockouts and never once had been hospitalized for injuries. For a time, he had been a local legend.

			When he graduated, the depression set in. He no longer had the fame, praise, or weekly adrenaline rush of his upper-school days. He had never made the greatest grades, so he went to work doing the only other thing he was good at and became a mechanic. After two years of tinkering away at cars, transports, and vulture bikes, all the cheerleaders who remembered his glory days had moved on to other worlds or other lives. His trips back to practice when school would get out had been met with less and less enthusiasm by the newer crop of motor heads, who all thought Birch’s records sounded breakable. Day by day, his small-town fame had become a fading memory.

			The underground demolition leagues were run by the mob. Everyone knew that. Everyone knew that working for them meant offering yourself up to thrown matches, loss of financial control, and dishonor. As much as Birch missed the rush, the roar of the engines, the vibration of the uncomfortable seats he’d use because they were cheap, and the spike in his heart rate as the world would fade away and he’d zone out, accelerating right at a rival, he wasn’t willing to hand over his record to the betting whims of an underworld mob boss who would ask him for the occasional loss. Birch took pride in what he was good at and couldn’t imagine letting that one thing go.

			But he did miss the rush. He missed being in the action, uncertain if at any moment all hell would break loose, the only thing stopping that being his pure focus. That sort of concentration in the midst of fury had made him alive. Without it he’d started to feel dead, redundant, like someone else. It was a Dominion Marine Corps holo ad that got him. It was the sound of Emperor Mengsk’s inspiring voice over images of neosteel-covered marines firing heavy gauss rifles that made the idea of leaving Shiloh and joining the Corps a viable option. There was a threat in the universe, and maybe he could combat it.

			Days later he was in boot camp on Turaxis II. Initially, given his past, he had assumed that he’d be signed up as a vulture or tank pilot, but the Corps already had enough of them. What it needed were front-line marines, grunts, fodder.

			Virgil Caine and Birch hit it off instantly. Caine got a loyal partner in crime to help execute his orders, and Birch had a real friend for the first time since his demolition days. They’d talk late into the night over bottles of Scotty Bolger’s, sharing things that only the bonds of combat allowed men to. Caine opened up to the younger soldier, telling him that he never thought he would find a woman who would love him, that he was too much a man of the Corps, and women were intuitive and could sense that sort of thing. Birch did his best to discourage the idea, but they both saw an element of truth to it. Birch told Caine that he never thought he’d ever experience the sense of accomplishment he’d had in his upper-school days again, and that the idea of it scared the hell out of him.

			When the zerglings got Birch, the base was already overrun, and most of the standing structures were consumed in flames, bombarded by mutalisks soaring down from above. Virgil and Birch were running as fast as their CMCs would carry them toward the rendezvous mark. Command had said that dropships were inbound for evac. Command said a lot of things.

			“Where the hell is the damned evac?” Virgil screamed into his comm as a concussive, splattering blast ripped up the ground next to him.

			“No one’s answering,” Birch said, turning back and firing blindly. “My God,” he whispered, startled. There was nothing in the universe that struck deeper terror in a man than the sight of an army of zerglings flooding a compound. There were hundreds, hopping and charging, ripping men down and shredding buildings. They were legion, overwhelming. It was nothing but a biological sea of muted browns and purples, claws, talons, and teeth. A swarm of dead-eyed monsters.

			Birch continued to fire!

			“Cease fire!” Virgil insisted. “Keep moving, soldier. You’re only drawing attention to us . . . This battle is lost. Go! Go! Go!”

			“Darn it, Sarge, I want to kill these bastards.”

			“Just keep moving!”

			“For what? Evac’s left us here, Virg; ain’t no dropships on the horizon. This is our last stand.”

			“That’s an order, Birch . . . Hell, forget that. Do it for me, for your friend. Not rank!” That was all Virgil had to say. Birch stopped firing and broke back into a run without a second thought.

			Moments later, coasting across the skyline came two dropships like a beacon of red hope.

			“They’re coming . . . They’re coming in.”

			“Move!”

			It didn’t take long for a mutalisk to see the aid and tail the terran vessels. The two dropships divided, one trying to break the mutalisk off of the other and lose it in a chase. The muta followed as the other dropship arced to the rally point, where Virgil and Birch stood waving their arms.

			The dropship hatch popped open, and a female voice screamed from inside, “Strap yourselves in, boys!”

			Just as the two were about to hop aboard, a whistling scream ripped through the sky above. But it wasn’t a zerg; it was the sound of the other dropship spiraling out of control, smoking and on fire, heading right toward them. Without a second to react, the dropship that had been waiting for them pulled up, trying not to get caught in the explosion that was sure to follow and leaving Virgil and Birch scurrying for cover.

			BOOOOOOM!

			When the dropship hit the ground, the earth below rattled. Flames licked the surface and ignited in long snaking strips across the rally point. High above, the remaining dropship began to turn back, searching for the right angle to evac Virgil and Birch.

			That was when they heard it, that familiar sound of horrible chittering, amplified by numbers. A hundred or maybe five hundred zerglings charged at them.

			“Run, Sarge . . . Damn it, Virg, run!”

			“Birch, follow me! That’s an order.”

			But he didn’t. Instead, he turned and faced the throng, mashing down on his trigger as fast and as hard as he could until, like a colossal wave breaking over the shoreline, the horde hit him so hard that he toppled over and was trampled as if he had never been there to begin with. Some stopped to shred his body, others focused on Virgil, who was still running toward the now-waiting dropship.

			“Hurry, marine, hurry. Do not look back!” the pilot screamed.

			Virgil just ran, though every fiber of his being made him want to look back, to see if he could get one last glimpse of his friend, to see if he was still alive. He knew that thought was ludicrous, but he hoped. Finally, he reached the dropship and leaped inside.

			But he wasn’t alone! A zergling soared into the air as the ship was pulling away and clamped on to the railing, yanking itself up as the hatch closed down.

			“Shoot! That thing is getting in.” The pilot was terrified, doing her best to get the ship out of the fire zone, and even more frightened at having a live zerg this close to her. Zerglings looked scary enough from up high, but at this range they were a living nightmare.

			Virgil backed against the metal frame of the ship. The zergling had managed to get inside and with uncanny speed flung itself toward him, talon extended up to strike!

			At such a close range the sonic spikes from Virgil’s rifle turned the zergling’s head into hanging, disjointed ground meat, nothing more than a putty of gore and teeth. But it didn’t stop. The creature kept coming and drove its talon down into Virgil’s chest, cracking apart the CMC armor and ripping the flesh underneath. Virgil screamed as the gun fell from his hand. The zergling was dying but was still conscious enough to pull its talon back for another desperate strike.

			That was when he acted, fighting back the darkness that was clawing at his consciousness from the loss of blood. As the talon came in for a second slice, Virgil swung his fist right into what was left of the zergling’s face, smashing its teeth to bits and knocking it back. With every ounce of willpower he ever had, Virgil thrust himself forward and punched again with the full automated power of the CMC behind the swing, and again and again and again, until the creature stopped moving and he tumbled over to his side, the world fading to black.

			The last thing he remembered seeing before waking up in the hospital was a broken zergling tooth clenched tightly in his gauntlet-covered hand.

			Birch was dead. Rho Squad had been obliterated during the base assault. Virgil was all that was left.

			After bandaging his hand, Virgil put the tooth around his neck and walked to the front door. He knew that he should have left it, that no farmer heading to Shiloh had a zergling tooth for a necklace, but it was something he just couldn’t throw away. He made sure it was underneath his shirt’s collar so no one would see it. But he knew it was there.

			The streets were alive with panicked citizens rushing to who knew where. A holocast reporter, twenty meters high, was broadcasting the events that were taking place throughout the system. Graphics showed the Swarm’s interplanetary assault spreading from world to world. Virgil tried not to look; he tried hard to keep his head forward, focused.

			As he turned the corner he saw a group of men and women huddled around a Dominion recruiting office. There were signs for two lines forming. One read New Recruits; the other, Recall Soldiers. A war was on, and soldiers were signing up to fight.

			Virgil hastened his steps, trying not to look at the men and women who were signing back up, doing their duty.

			He reached the transpo pickup station and sat down on the bench, waiting for the next ride to Kurtz Starport. The display showed the bus was inbound. It would only be moments now.

			Across the way he could see a UNN broadcast on one of the monitors. He could see Emperor Mengsk at a podium next to General Warfield, a legend of a commander. A ticker tape of updates screamed across the lower half of the screen, body counts rising.

			Sitting there in silence, Virgil was certain he could hear the chittering. He could have sworn that he heard a zergling’s high-pitched squeal and a hail of gunfire blending into the sound of an explosion. He closed his eyes only to see the rush of movement from a hundred zerglings clawing toward him like the ones that got Birch, Dave, Irmscher, and so many other fallen comrades-in-arms. It was all in his head. It would always be. There was no escape from it. Opening his eyes, he knew that now.

			A loud screech came around the corner, and with it the transpo, hovering a meter above the ground. A wave of warmth from its engines hit Virgil in the face. He looked up. The transpo driver opened the door to let him in. Virgil just sat there, listening to the bus’s engine purr. It reminded him of the sound a vulture bike made while whirring its way into a combat zone.

			“Hey, buddy, you gonna sit there all day, or you gonna hop in?”

			Virgil stared at the man for a long moment. Finally, he stood up. “No, sir . . . I’m sorry. I was just . . . just resting my legs.”

			“Oh, screw you, then, buddy! Rest your stupid legs on a bench that’s not a pickup station . . . Idiot!” The driver sped off.

			Virgil walked back down the block.

			As he got closer to the Dominion recruiting office, he stopped at a street garbage can. He pulled the forged digi-ID from his pocket. It was the key to a different life, one far away from zerglings and combat. For a moment, images of Rufi and him splashed into his thoughts. They were farming the lands of Shiloh, gorgeous children running after them, giggling; their laughter was musical like their mother’s. They were projections of a life that could have been, a life foreign to a marine sergeant with a war on.

			He tossed the fake ID into the garbage can, reached under his collar, and lifted the chipped zergling tooth from beneath the fabric, letting it proudly be displayed for all to see: a badge of honor, his favorite medal.

			Moments later, Virgil was in line at the Dominion recruiting building with the rest of the old marines who had come face to face with the zerg, men who understood what he’d seen, what he’d been through, and how he would never be the same as those who hadn’t.

		

	
		
			Week 3

			@TalenAyers: @TaliseCogan Just wanted to commend you for your analysis on the modified zergling endocrine system, Dr. Cogan. Very succinct.

			@TaliseCogan: @TalenAyers Thank you, Dr. Ayers.

			@TalenAyers: @TaliseCogan You know, this day had some meaning for our Earth-bound ancestors.

			@TaliseCogan: @TalenAyers Don’t all days have meaning? I never took you for a pessimist.

			@TalenAyers: @TaliseCogan No, I’m referring to a particular kind of meaning. Today used to be an annual celebration of romance.

			@TaliseCogan: @TalenAyers How quaint.

			@TalenAyers: @TaliseCogan Back on Old Earth, couples would proclaim their affection for each other over candlelight dinners and wine.

			@TaliseCogan: @TalenAyers Oh, I see. An opportunity to sell merchandise as a sad surrogate of love. Our ancestors were very clever.

			@TalenAyers: @TaliseCogan Yes. Yes, I suppose they were.

			To: Dr. Talise Cogan

			From: Dr. Talen Ayers

			Subject: Zergling Dissection

			I wanted to send you a quick note summarizing my findings in this morning’s procedure. The dissection of the zergling-baneling series mutations (A through RR) created more questions than answers, and I wanted to see if your conclusions matched my own.

			1. The specimen Subject L seems to have successfully absorbed the genetic material of the thermophilic pseudo-fungi of Cask, whereas the earlier specimens (A through K) were experiencing various degrees of rejection in areas where the foreign tissue had grown. Subject L seems to represent a biological watershed moment for the species, a point at which the xenocellular chemistry was integrated and accepted by the astoundingly receptive zerg cells.

			2. The adaption and almost purposeful speed toward the new habitus evidenced by the post-watershed individuals were significant. Although the mutations visible in subjects A through K were minimal and subtle, the mutations in subjects M through RR were varied, complex, and even dramatic. It is almost as though there were recognition within the zerg biome, on a cellular level, that the hurdle had been overcome. Are the cells singing to one another? Ha! The instances of wild and unexpected mutation after that point are almost incalculable.

			3. The notes provided by Dr. Branamoor regarding the timing and frequency of this outbreak of new zergling type “baneling” were remarkably insightful. It seems as though they were taken by a researcher in the field—a witness to the manifestation. I wonder if we could be put in contact with this individual. I like the way he thinks.

			TA

			To: Dr. Talen Ayers

			From: Dr. Talise Cogan

			Subject: RE: Zergling Dissection

			Thank you for your summary, Dr. Ayers. I neglected to mention this in the lab, but I have great respect for your work. Your Xenobiological Basics was required reading in my lectures at TU. As for your conclusions, I concur with them on most counts. However, I disagree with the latter part of your second statement—the point where you attribute the increased degree of mutation to cellular “recognition.” Frankly, and with all due respect, I find your thesis absurd. It is far more probable that the increased mutation is tied to some element in the zerg process we have yet to uncover, possibly linked to the controlling “Alpha Zerg” individual, be it hive queen or cerebrate. Until we can locate and dissect an Alpha, our findings will have a significant blind spot, and will thus leave room for questionable theories like your singing cells. We are analyzing a decapitated body, Dr. Ayers. Once we find the head, our conclusions will make sense.

			As for your third point, I think the research notes provided are sufficient for us to proceed with tissue analysis. They seem to evoke speculation as far-fetched as your musical organelles, and I’d rather not waste our resources in that direction. That said, I take umbrage at your assumption that this researcher is male. No gender-specific attribution was given in the summary provided by Dr. Gentry, and I’m sure that Dr. Branamoor has included any data we might find useful in his subsequent revision.

			Next on our task list: a series of hydralisk bodies recovered from a failed experiment by a Dr. Loew on Thys. Apparently she attempted to get into their heads. We may be able to shed some light on our blind spot after all.

			TC

		

	
		
			The Teacher

			By Matthew Maxwell

			The hydralisk’s tongue was smooth and slippery as it ran across her hand. Countless muscles rippled and slid in a wave, working as one. Just like the Swarm, Dr. Loew thought. Countless creatures bound by a single will, turned into a single organism.

			The tip wrapped around the chunk of meat held loosely between her pale fingers.

			“Steady,” she said calmly, in control.

			The tongue pulled like a fish caught on a line.

			The hydralisk chuffed through the spiracles on his cheeks. He tugged again.

			The observation gallery couldn’t have been more bored. The pack of scientists and ministers was distracted, thinking of something, anything, other than the spectacle before them. Instead of being in awe at Dr. Loew playing tug-of-war with a monster, they were making laundry lists of complaints to be voiced later.

			“The hydralisk,” she recited, “was forcibly evolved by the zerg Overmind from the slothien, according to protoss records we have obtained. Slothien are more commonly known as ‘caterpillar cows’ and little resemble their fearsome descendants.” Discussing this much was safe among scientists and government officials; the public knew only that anything alien was to be feared and reported to Dominion authorities.

			“Stay,” she commanded.

			Loew looked into the creature’s red eye, resolute. The thing was huge, towering almost double over Loew’s full height. She had only her voice to maintain control, not even a psi collar, which she had needed at the start of training.

			She continued, injecting some urgency to combat the audience’s growing disinterest. “Armed with razored scythe blades on its forelimbs and protected by an array of armored plates, the hydralisk is a formidable fighter in close quarters.”

			“Back,” she commanded, speaking from her diaphragm.

			The tongue relented and flowed away. The monster shifted his weight backward. The hydralisk, more than any other creature, was symbolic of the entire zerg Swarm’s power, known and feared even by those who’d never seen one in the flesh. Everyone, apparently, but these spectators, who resented being here.

			“The hydralisk is also a threat at a distance,” she intoned. “It can launch organic spines at blinding speeds, penetrating neosteel plating at half a kilometer.” Not that any civilian would willingly get that close to one, much less close enough to touch it.

			Her eyes went from the audience to the hydralisk again. “Hold.”

			She smiled and finished the lesson, the creature held solely by her voice and intent. “Hydralisks are to be approached only by trained soldiers, preferably with heavy armored support.”

			She paused and turned her smile to the creature.

			“Good boy. Good boy, Dennis. Okay.”

			She hated being firm with him, but it simply had to be done. Even tamed, he was dangerous due to his sheer size and mass.

			Dennis took the meat tenderly, teeth barely grazing her skin, a reminder that they were still there and sharp.

			A moment later, Dennis lay relaxed and motionless on a huge steel table at the center of the demonstration theater. Lately, the Dominion’s interests had turned away from zerg-control schemes and toward more direct suppression or extermination of residual nests. The sparse attendance suggested that her work had already been written off, no matter how impressive the earlier demonstration had been.

			“As you’ve seen, this full-grown hydralisk is completely pacified without the use of drugs, which require constant administration and precise dosage control.”

			The creature lay still as surgical fingers unlatched the metal plate on his skull. Spiderlike, a camera probe swung in and focused on the access port. “On your feeds is video of an organic structure that has been grown from the subject’s brain mass, a tertiary lobe.”

			There was only a dry cough in reply. Someone lit a cigar.

			“This lobe’s purpose is twofold—”

			“This . . . lobe,” interrupted a chilly voice from the darkened gallery. “Do you have to operate on every single zerg that receives it?”

			She saw a single face illuminated from below by the blue glow of a remote console, the visage square and more than a touch flabby, older, well fed, and accustomed a little too much to getting whatever it wanted. The ember of his cigar flared a bright orange.

			“Excuse me?” Loew furrowed her eyebrows in an expression that mixed anger and astonishment.

			“Do you have to sedate every one of the slimy bastards that you want to control? If that’s the case, then I’m wasting the emperor’s time.”

			“That . . . that would be impossible,” she said. “There are countless zerg—”

			“Then how does it work?” He wasn’t angry, acting as if her work didn’t even rate that from him.

			“We use a PPO: pathogenic prionic organism. The PPO infects the hydralisk and genetically ‘tricks’ the host into growing a new cerebral lobe. This lobe allows for outside control by my system. This is all covered in the—”

			“Boscrap,” he said dismissively. “Utter boscrap. That’s a pipe dream that the UED tried to live out through Project ‘Black Flag.’ Nearly killed us all. Maybe you were too busy in your books to notice.”

			“It’s not boscrap. Black Flag was upside down.”

			She dropped her remote console on the steel table in frustration. “The UED tried to force a new top-down control scheme on organisms that have been evolved to follow their own hive controllers for perhaps millions of years. A completely different approach is needed for this problem.

			“I’ve proposed a bottom-up solution, hitting the zerg where they are weakest: at the individual level.”

			Her irritation robbed her of her manners. “Let me make this as basic as I can for you.”

			The cigar ember above her glowed in sullen response.

			Her fingers danced on the console, and the monster rolled off the table, not with an involuntary jerk but with a smooth and fluid motion, repulsively graceful.

			“He won’t listen to his queen. But he will do what I say!”

			Dennis flowed into a crouching position next to Dr. Loew, dwarfing her. Arms held in for the moment, he waited, coiled in an attack posture.

			The people in the gallery started at the display, a clamor of shadows. The questioner held his seat and sucked in his smoke.

			She swept out a command code on the console.

			Dennis tensed. His arms snapped out and back; he was ready to leap.

			“Dr. Loew, we’re all suitably—”

			“Hold your questions!” she barked.

			The motion was quicker than any eye could hope to follow. A rush of umber and glistening skin flicked by as Dennis leaped from the floor of the theater to the observation window on the other side of the room.

			He hit the window with the force of a truck. Bony scythe blades scratched at the barrier in a frenzy. Dennis then reared back and slammed into the glass once more, cracking it.

			There were screams from the audience. No questions, no rebukes. Only screams. Maybe now they’d understand the degree of control she held.

			“Take the target,” the questioner said to nobody in particular.

			There was a clatter of metallic boots on the tile floor behind her. Four marines burst into the demonstration theater, weapons coming up the instant they cleared the door. Dennis would be dead before he turned to face them.

			“No!” Loew shrieked, all pretense of control discarded. “You’ll destroy years of research!” she yelled, but she did not put herself in the line of fire.

			“Call it off,” said the voice.

			She nodded silently as she entered a command.

			Pushing off with his arms, Dennis leaped back and landed with a meaty slap. He rolled backward, then stood beside Loew at eased attention.

			There was furtive rustling from above, trousers and jackets rubbing against one another. An exit door slammed shut.

			“Good timing, men,” he said.

			The marines didn’t lower their weapons.

			Dr. Loew was spent, trying to disguise her rushed breath, to recover some semblance of composure. She had regained control of the demonstration only to lose control of herself.

			“He wouldn’t have hurt you,” she offered. “It was a demonstration. Watch.”

			She pulled a surgical probe from her lab coat and pointed it into the hole left open in Dennis’s head.

			“I could turn his brains to jelly and he wouldn’t twitch.” She held the position, nearly touching the exposed brain with the probe.

			She put the instrument away and turned her back on the creature. Another swipe on the console and Dennis relaxed in on himself, robbed of energy and impetus, deflated.

			“He is no longer a threat to any of us, unless ordered to be.”

			The questioner’s cigar flickered and dodged in the dark. “I’ve seen enough. Put your pet away, then give my assistants a chance to change their clothes.” The orange glow flared as he sucked in hard. “Then we’ll talk.”

			His name was Garr, and he was dressed up like a military man. Loew couldn’t tell whether or not he was just a dress-up soldier, as were most of the ministers and counselors she’d met.

			The adrenaline from the demonstration had faded away, leaving her feeling small and not a little ashamed of her performance. In moments she’d gone from underdog to mistress of contempt and then back to nearly begging for Dennis’s life.

			She broke the silence first. “We’ve been able to tame hydralisks so far. The PPO seems uniquely suited to adapting to the hydralisk base species.”

			“So you chose hydralisks because of the ease of taming?”

			“Pragmatic.”

			“And not because they’re a highly versatile backbone force for the zerg?”

			She paused, looking as if that had been the furthest thing from her mind.

			Garr sighed. “You can make more, yes?”

			“Yes, whatever we can capture and infect. The tamed zerg themselves carry the pathogen and pass it along to new recruits.”

			Garr blew smoke out of the corner of his mouth.

			“What about contingency planning? What happens when they don’t follow orders?”

			“That’s impossible with successful PPO infection,” she said with a dismissive wave of her hand.

			“You seem terrifically confident.”

			“There are several safeguards in the system. Constant signal integrity and feedback regulation. Plus there’s a fail-safe called Somnus. When Somnus is engaged, the parasite lobe on the brain puts out a cascade of irreconcilable neural signals, resulting in death in seconds.”

			Garr considered things, watching the zerg march in mock military formation on the office’s screens.

			“You’ll need a bigger facility,” he said. “And more resources.”

			“It’s a successful pilot program, and in time—”

			“Nonsense,” he interrupted as thoughtlessly as he breathed. “Harris, how’s our window? Is His Imperial Majesty available?”

			His assistant came to instant attention, standing in the doorway. “We’ve been granted one minute of tele-audience.”

			“Very well.” Garr turned to Dr. Loew and pointed at her. “Emperor Arcturus Mengsk is about to speak to you,” he said, as if she were about to be spoken to by the Creator himself. “You will not address him unless addressed. You will answer any questions directly and succinctly. You will not waste his time.”

			Loew reeled. She had thought she might get the attention of a deputy science minister at most. She couldn’t speak.

			“Calm down, Dr. Loew,” Garr said with a reassurance that was so easy it drifted into meaninglessness. “The emperor only punishes failure.”

			The Dominion insignia flashed crimson on the screen with the words “Secure Transmission” below it in bold type.

			Garr looked directly at the seal, deferential.

			Loew wanted to gasp at the bearded face when it appeared. She had seen it thousands of times on currency and on holoboards in the streets, on every Dominion transmission. But it had never been like this: focused yet relaxed, in command but not commanding.

			“Colonel Garr,” said the emperor in the same clipped and impatient tone that Garr himself had used on Loew. “Enlighten me as to this ‘Project Tamed.’ ”

			“I’ve been convinced of its feasibility, Your Imperial Majesty, for both internal and external applications.” Garr’s reply was muted sunshine, positive but not gushing.

			“Hmmh.” Mengsk seemed to be looking at something just off screen. “Complete control. And it’ll rob her of primary forces.” He smiled at something, his teeth not as white as Dr. Loew had expected. His gaze swept up, locked on her now, as if he had been reading her thoughts.

			“Dr. Sandra Loew,” he said as an introduction.

			“Yes?”

			Garr tapped her shoe with the sole of his boot, ever so slightly.

			“Yes, Your Imperial Majesty?” she corrected.

			“We’re quite impressed with the potential for your work,” Mengsk said with a semblance of earnestness before sharpening his focus. “Tell me: can Project Tamed remove the Queen of Blades as an external threat?”

			Dr. Loew hesitated. He didn’t mention the Swarm. Just Kerrigan. It was a daunting thought. She’d considered nests, even hives. But the queen herself?

			Then again, why not? She had only to crack the code to fashion PPO carriers for the other species. And that was simply a matter of time. The rest of the Swarm would fall in line soon enough.

			“Your Imperial Majesty, if my system is properly enacted, there will no longer be a zerg Swarm, but rather a Swarm under Dominion control.”

			Mengsk smiled coolly. “Remove the head from the body, and then I will be satisfied.” His voice spoke of an unhealed scar inside him, still tender and raw.

			His eyes then bored directly into her, burning gray.

			“You have earned my support. Do not squander it,” he warned. His attention shifted abruptly to Garr. “Colonel Garr: results first, balances afterward.”

			“By your will, Your Imperial Majesty.” Garr’s voice was comforting and velvety.

			Mengsk looked away for an instant, and the transmission was over like that.

			“Good,” Garr said, standing straight. “Aside from your terrible etiquette.”

			“So, where do things go from here?” Dr. Loew asked, head swimming. “When do we begin?”

			Garr chuckled. “Ten minutes ago. Requisitions have been expedited, based on running audits of your program. You’re being provided with the full backing of the Dominion. Something not every xenobiologist can lay claim to.”

			Dr. Loew swelled with pride. She had arrived. Her work would go toward saving lives, no longer having to impress ministers and counselors.

			“Just ten minutes ago?” she asked with an archness that she couldn’t quite pull off.

			“Now there’s a proper attitude,” Garr said.

			Loew’s remote console chimed with a tone she’d never heard before. It would have been beautiful but for its shrillness.

			Her eyes grew wide when she read the message.

			“What . . . ?” she mouthed, pride receding abruptly like a slug from salt.

			Garr was making ready to leave, glancing back at the screens.

			“What is this?” she demanded. “Human-interaction testing starts tomorrow?”

			Garr chuckled sheepishly in reply. “I’m sorry we couldn’t get any volunteers here sooner. Is that going to be a problem, O mighty tamer of the hydralisk?”

			She shook her head silently.

			He snapped his briefcase closed and strode out of the office. Dr. Loew followed him, more out of reflex than anything else. She had to oversee the hydralisk feeding anyway.

			“And, Harris, have the files on Thys sent to me as well. Maybe we can finally get some movement from those traitors.”

			Garr and his assistant were already elsewhere, confident that their attention could move on. Their shoes clattered noisily and echoed too loudly off of the scuffed tiles and bare walls.

			By the time she’d reached the hydralisk pens, she’d almost convinced herself that things were still under control.

			Dennis shuffled out at the sound of the pen door opening. He made a low noise, somewhere between a snort and a purring growl. It echoed off of the bare walls.

			Dennis looked at her with an air of expectation and made another sound, this one more questioning. It seemed like the only time anyone had said please to her all day.

			Her console chirped. With curiosity, she brought it up and swung the face toward her. Several incandescent blue pulses tracked across the screen, monitoring the mental activity of the captive and tamed zerg. There had been a brief flurry of activity, a spike that the hardware and filtering couldn’t account for.

			She held out an arm. “Stay, Dennis.”

			The hydralisk regarded her warily as she peered into the screen. Loew requested a brief diagnostic from the monitoring system. PPO lobes were all online and functioning normally.

			Dennis sat motionless for the next ten minutes as she ran logs from the last week of feeds. Nothing at all like the spike. Loew was going to have to put pressure on Bayma and the rest of the signals crew to make sure that this was a transcription error and not something originating from the lobes themselves. Loew needed more bandwidth on monitoring processes, but with the emperor picking up the bill, that wouldn’t be a problem.

			“Okay. Dinnertime,” she said after swiping out the last command, confident that the anomaly was nothing that needed immediate attention. Besides, there were much larger fish to fry.

			She entered a code on the wall plate, and a door slid open. There was a platter of cubed meat, vat grown, marbled with fat. She put it down an arm’s length from her.

			“Wait,” she said firmly.

			Dennis crouched, eyes fixed on a spot between her and the food so that he could keep his vision on both. He trembled faintly, wanting to lunge but holding back.

			“Good boy!” she said with more excitement than necessary.

			Dennis fell upon the metal platter, scraping it across the concrete floor as he gulped deliberately, without hurry. Teeth clicked together, percussive over the grinding sound.

			At least here the relationship was simple, direct. Dennis might not have any affection for her, but he understood who was boss. If only everything else were that easy. Dennis had surpassed everyone’s expectations. Everyone’s but hers. She’d known exactly how he’d perform. She could do this. In truth, she’d already done it.

			Everything would be fine.

			The scraping stopped and Dennis stared at the platter. He prodded it with his jaw, and it rang emptily. Remaining in his crouched stance, he glanced up at Dr. Loew with a gleaming red eye.

			She returned the look and smiled. “Oh, you greedy little creature.” She gently patted him on the head. “No, that’s enough.”

			Dennis chuffle-whined at her once.

			“No. Enough.” But she was still smiling as she spoke.

			Dennis blinked with eyelids that could repel a bullet at point-blank range.

			“Okay, okay. Just one more. You did very well today.”

			She turned to refill the platter, and the hydralisk followed her with his stare.

			“But only because I say so. You remember who the boss is here.”

			Dennis ate the second platter with leisure while she waited.

			• • •

			Loew hurried to meet the incoming transport. Three weeks into the program, and Garr was making a surprise visit.

			As she crossed the yard, she watched the training grounds. A platoon of soldiers nicknamed “Lost Wolves” stood by as the Tamed, led by Dennis, cleared a mock mining installation. The zerg don’t occupy buildings, she thought.

			Garr beamed as he disembarked into the bright daylight, suit spotless. “I just want to tell you how thrilled the senate, Command, and even the emperor have been with your progress. You should be congratulated, Doctor.” He expectantly held out his hand, the first time he’d done so for her.

			She took it and found it to be cool and vaguely moist, as if he’d just toweled it off before stepping out of the transport.

			His face went slack as he withdrew his hand and pocketed it. “Good, good. Now that pleasantries are disposed of, we need to discuss the situation with the program.”

			“What situation?” she asked. “You just said—”

			“That was this morning. Let’s discuss now. Like getting some field-based results.”

			“We can talk about that right after we talk about my hydras being trained in urban tactics.”

			“Your vision is limited. We need to plan for all kinds of eventualities. In fact, we’ve already found a suitable test bed.”

			She felt as if something had been snatched from her fingers. “Am I not in charge of my own program?”

			“The Dominion’s program,” Garr corrected deftly. “Thys is a vespene-mining colony on the fringes, recently reporting a rogue zerg force moving on the main refinery. Intel suggests the colonists will fall in short order. We want our forces on the ground in thirty-six hours to prevent that.”

			“You want my Tamed in the field in a day and a half? Against other zerg?”

			“Not want but will have. You will be directly observed by the most important members of the Xenobiology Department of Special Research Ops, as well as their military counterparts.”

			Loew wanted to tell him that it was flatly impossible. She couldn’t find the words. It would simply have to be done.

			He smiled as he regarded her lack of protest. “Cheer up. This will primarily be a mop-up operation, with only a possibility of sustained combat.”

			“Sustained combat?”

			“The mine’s managers are . . . difficult. Malcontents. Rabble, really.”

			Internal applications, she thought.

			“But they’re humans,” Loew said.

			“If it helps, think of them as traitors, Dr. Loew. You know how the Dominion punishes traitors.”

			Her face drained of color. “But the entire basis of this program is to protect humans from the zerg! It—”

			“The basis of this program is redirection of the zerg to targets of our choosing.” Garr lost all traces of warmth, cooling and deadening in a heartbeat. “Should the colonists at Thys turn on us after we rescue them from the zerg, they will become the next test.”

			“If you use the Tamed on humans, I’ll be responsible for any deaths they cause.” Dr. Loew clenched her fists so tightly that she couldn’t feel them anymore. “My subjects—”

			“Your subjects are weapons. Spare me your naïveté.”

			Her anger threatened to consume her. Instead, she grabbed on to the only thing she could: her breakthrough, her genius. Perhaps control was slipping out of her hands, but she would not let it go so easily.

			“Very well, Colonel Garr.” Her voice was flat, without resistance or tension. This wasn’t the moment.

			“Do more than say it, or we’ll install a project manager who can deliver.”

			Dr. Loew nodded, feeling the sting of her own fingernails digging into the palm of her left hand.

			“Good. Now let’s really give our enemies something to fear.” He lit a fresh cigar with an antique lighter and sucked in, then exhaled blue smoke.

			Over Thys, white lightning clawed at clouds that hung in the air like scabs. Between them, the sky oozed red and pink. The wind smelled like bone. Metal towers vented waste gasses of bright yellow flame, illuminating the backs of several hundred enemy zerg advancing on the refinery gates.

			The sergeant’s voice crackled over the comm. “Wraiths are going to work area denial. We go in while it’s still hot.

			“NOW WHO’S READY TO GO GET SOME?”

			“LOST WOLVES READY TO GET SOME!” said his men as one.

			Dennis and the clutch of hydralisks chuffled noisily in response. The freshly painted stripes on their heads reflected the transport’s interior lights, now a dingy orange.

			The transport slowed and the deployment hatch slid back, letting in the graveyard smell of Thys’s atmosphere.

			“GO GO GO GO GO!” someone shouted.

			The humans hit the ground running, the Tamed behind them and fanning out in near silence. Loew followed, forcing herself to stay calm, monitoring her zerg’s telemetry, and coordinating their larger motions.

			Dominion Wraiths came out of thin air and opened fire, lighting up the enemy zerg’s ranged formations. Incandescent red lances blazed into the mass of creatures, lines of seared and burned carapaces in their wake.

			The ships and the ground teams had cut a jagged X across the multitude of zerg at the colony’s gates. The zerg army was forced to divide its strength between the Wraiths and the incoming Dominion troops.

			Firebats opened up a ragged perimeter of flaming plasma and lurching bodies. Tamed hydras followed while the ground was hot, slashing and tearing and blasting. They ripped into anything that could fire back, locking down ranged defense. For the moment, the enemy seemed not to acknowledge the presence of hydralisks not under zerg control. It was as if the Tamed weren’t really there.

			Curious, Loew thought. She hadn’t anticipated that.

			Dennis and his clutch turned toward the seemingly empty sky. Several blurred and winged shapes swept through the roiling clouds. A wave of mutalisks sped in for a strafing run. The Tamed gave a warning shriek that cut through the gunfire and chaos.

			“Above! Above!” shouted Loew.

			The Tamed fired spines as the mutalisks came into range. The wild zerg returned with a barrage of glave wurms. The scene devolved into strobing images lit by automatic fire, torn mutalisks crashing into the ground, seeps of red between gashed armor plates.

			“Wraiths! Friendlies below! Air only!” Loew barked into her comm.

			Jets whining, the Wraiths dropped their strafing pass and banked hard to engage the mutalisks, taking pressure off the ground lines. With any luck, they’d be able to cut through the enemy troops and further separate the two zerg masses.

			The rain of glave wurms continued to hammer at the Dominion’s offense. The zerg weren’t picking individual targets, simply pinning their enemies down while they surged back to reclaim ground. Several of the Tamed were hit and leaking fluids, firing until they fell over in unrecognizable shreds. Loew held her breath at the thought of Dennis being among them. She knew what had been asked of them, but knowing was not seeing it in the flesh.

			“Loew! Troop status!” the sergeant yelled.

			She glanced at the data. So many dead. “Lost a lotta signals! Half strength, if that!”

			“Soldiers get asked to die,” came his reply. “Whatever’s alive goes to the west perimeter to prevent enemy zerg from reforming!”

			She wanted the assault to be over, but there was no telling what reserves the zerg had. Experiments could be measured in moments, but battles could drag on endlessly. The Tamed didn’t falter, fighting with a ferocity and resolve that left even their wild brethren cold.

			What passed for daylight on Thys broke, a weak and pale pink that slopped over everything. Countless broken bodies, mostly zerg, some human, littered the field in front of the mining facility.

			Garr’s gleaming transport gingerly set itself down before the colony’s gates precisely fifteen minutes after the last zerg had been reported dead. A private detachment of guards stepped off well before him, forming a defensive barrier. Other Dominion transports made their way down, confident that if Garr could debark, then they could land as well.

			Most of the counselors had chosen to appear in business suits, as if they were attending a formal meeting and not a field demonstration in a war zone. They delicately stepped around corpses so as not to get blood on the cuffs of their trousers.

			Garr stood commandingly in a brushed gray uniform, insignia shining on his breast like a target. “Muster your troops,” was all he said.

			Loew’s gauntlets were smeared up to her elbows in zerg blood, the doctor having tried to patch up some of the wounded. Too many Tamed had died, and watching each one fall had gotten easier but never easy.

			She was worn and drained, standing only because she’d locked her legs when she saw Garr approach. She thought of possible improvements just to give her brain something to do other than shut down. Maybe she could spend time reengineering the Tamed’s armor growth; maybe that would have saved some of them.

			“Loew. Muster your troops,” came Garr’s crushed gravel growl.

			After an instant, she snapped back to the battlefield. “What did you think of the demonstration?” she asked sharply, not caring what he actually thought.

			He sucked on a cigar.

			“I’ll let you know when it’s over.”

			It took a moment, but the reality resolved itself, pulled into focus. “You always meant this, didn’t you?”

			“Just get them over there.”

			The Tamed shuffled over, ragged and torn but still ready to fight. They were poised behind the remaining Lost Wolves, awaiting orders. The Lost Wolves were in stim-low, sagging in their armor.

			Garr licked his lips as he looked at the open gates. Smoke issued slowly from crushed bunkers.

			“Begin your advance. Take the facility. Kill anyone who prevents it.”

			“Understood.” Loew’s fingers danced across the scratched and smeared surface of the remote console, then stopped. The Tamed twitched to attention. Dennis was carefully watching a fixed point just ahead of him.

			The wind whistled low, mean.

			“Attack now,” Garr said to Loew with a voice like a glacier cracking. “And you bastards will back us up, or I’ll tell them to eat you—”

			“Done!” Loew shouted. She entered a command sequence without looking. New targets, new priorities.

			The hydralisks clenched and leaped over the Lost Wolves, exploding into the Dominion regulars and the counselors and scientists they protected.

			Arm-scythes cleaved into chests and severed limbs from bodies. Sharply pressed silk was no protection at all, but not even battle armor would have been.

			Tears streamed down Loew’s face. She knew she should feel sick, but she didn’t. She would not call off her zerg. Not for anything. They were hers. If Garr wanted them to be used against humans, then that was what she would give him.

			The Tamed went wild, ripping into Garr’s stunned guards, who had expected to stand there and look dangerous while their boss went on his rounds. Only a couple of them were able to get a shot off before the hydralisks ravaged them.

			Garr went pale with terror. He was fumbling for his sidearm when something passed through him with a snap. He was sliced from shoulder to opposing hip, tumbling apart slowly.

			She wouldn’t call off the zerg, but neither could she make herself watch, turning away before more blood flowed. Garr’s body hit the flat stones with a liquid slap.

			The Lost Wolves came to sudden attention but were unsure what or whom to attack. Some dashed to cover at the sound of spastic and useless gunfire.

			Unlike the prolonged chaos of the previous battle, this assault was executed with a precision that bordered on surgical. In less than thirty seconds, the Dominion regulars, counselors, and scientists were dead where they stood, with no losses for the Tamed.

			The transports had closed their deployment hatches and were attempting to escape. What was supposed to be a spectacle had become audience-participation carnage.

			Loew let the ships go.

			The Lost Wolves had taken defensive positions around their transport, which had been slow to move. Looking at the numbers, Loew knew the Tamed had the advantage, but they weren’t yet pressing it.

			She tried to stop her tears. Garr was a monster, and he deserved what he got. He wasn’t the only monster, though; he just happened to be within reach. Still, she’d been the one to kill him, hadn’t she? All had died by her order, her hand tapping out the commands.

			“What the hell is going on here?” the Lost Wolves’ sergeant asked. “Are you still—”

			“Yes, I’m in control,” Loew answered. “I told them to attack.”

			Dennis and the other hydralisks stood at the ready, the yellow stripes on their heads spattered with blood that was drying in the morning heat. They watched but did not move.

			She bit back the hot tears. “I couldn’t let them take the Tamed. Not if this was how they were going to use them.”

			The air was filled with nervous scrapes across the stone, weapons being held in anticipation, glinting in the morning light.

			The monitor chirped at her. Loew couldn’t take her eyes off the zerg as they stood there, ready to do anything for her. She wouldn’t watch them kill, but she would make herself watch them die. She owed them that much.

			“I’m so sorry, Dennis.” She breathed raggedly as her fingers swept the console. “Time for Somnus,” she said like a promise.

			She triggered Somnus, flicking her hands quickly. Acid boiled in her throat as she set fire to her life’s work. Soon. Very soon. They would twitch and die.

			The hydralisks continued to stand at the ready, relaxed. No convulsions, no sign of any distress.

			The monitor persisted in its chirping, and she finally looked at it. There was that signal peak again. But it wasn’t just a brief anomaly now. It was a new pattern, a completely new system, wild and irregular.

			Loew’s program had been wiped out. All nodes offline. Impossible. She entered the diagnostic sequence. Her heart lurched in her chest, slamming against her ribs, fit to smash its way out.

			“My god,” she whispered. “They’re not . . . I’m not . . .”

			Survival took over, throttling any idea of devotion or protectiveness; there wasn’t any room for that in her heart. Instead, she silently rattled off all the ways that these creatures could kill her in an eyeblink. Just as Garr and the others had died.

			“Shoot them! Shoot all of them!” Loew’s own voice was alien to her. “They’re loose!”

			“Suppression! Now!” the sergeant yelled as he raised his rifle and opened up. Loew narrowly avoided having her right foot razored off as she leaped toward cover. The dread bit deeper than her heart, enveloping her and swallowing her whole.

			The deception wasn’t what made it so awful; it was the question of how long the zerg had been playing along at being tamed. Loew huddled under the landing gear of the transport. Spines whistled through the air and sunk into the ship’s lower hull, ruining it. Even if it could get up, going into the outer atmosphere would be a death sentence.

			How long? How long have they waited? she asked herself. She couldn’t tell. The memory flashed of Dennis waiting patiently to be fed. Even then? When? Had she ever controlled them?

			“Run!” Loew shouted. “Get to the refinery!” She was up and off without knowing what she was doing, out of control.

			The Wolves were quickly being overrun as the last transport was lifting off, or trying to. Alerted by the sound of the ship’s engines, the hydralisks opened fire on the fleeing craft. Barely six meters off the ground, it took heavy damage and then listed. The hydralisks continued to attack, the hisses of their shots drowning out the gunfire. Hundreds of spikes slammed into the hull. The stress of takeoff was too much, and the ship began to crumple. The nose dipped down as smoke poured out of the control cabin.

			Engines set to full getaway burn, the craft crashed to the earth, gouging out a trench and scorching the area before going up in flames. There would be no dustoff.

			But the explosion lent cover.

			Loew ran. She felt as if she were floating, pushing through heavy water or lead. Behind her fell diminishing gunfire.

			Twenty meters to the gates, maybe less. A ragged company of colonists urged her on to safety.

			There were shrieks behind her, and the clattering sound of claws on stone. The creatures flowed to either side of her so quickly that she felt as if she were standing still. They leaped ahead and into the stunned colonists, slicing into the humans. These weren’t soldiers. There was no contest.

			A handful of hydras stopped in front of Loew and wheeled around. They brandished their scythe blades and hissed with their mouths open wide, red and wet.

			She halted, almost falling over.

			The firing behind her came to an end. All that was left was the sound of meat and bone. She was surrounded. Her breath rattled around like a sparrow in a blast furnace.

			The zerg stood down. Claws lowered, some of them still wet. Her eyes darted around, but she didn’t move. She didn’t turn her head. She just held her breath, still as a stone.

			As one, the zerg moved on, leaping or slithering away. She let herself breathe again. There was no explanation. Maybe it was enough that the last order had been fulfilled. Maybe she’d been imprinted upon them.

			In any case, she was safe. She was clear. The zerg had departed. She allowed herself a step toward the refinery gates. Perhaps there was a way to call for help.

			But she couldn’t shake the memory of the hydralisk tongue slithering between her fingers, tugging angrily. She wanted to cut off her hand even now to rid herself of it. Revulsion twisted and kicked inside her like a nest of snakes hatching. Her hand was still wet, and that nauseating feeling seemed as if it would never go away, never let go of her.

			Gravel crunched behind her, ripping the thought away. She knew the source without looking. It was a hydralisk, belly plates muscling into the ground.

			She turned her head slowly.

			The sun glinted off the metal plate in Dennis’s skull. It could only be him. He watched her with expectation, as though she had a bag of meat scraps that she might throw to him at any second if he was a good boy.

			He chuffled once, impatient this time.

			“Dennis?” She couldn’t believe it. But then again, he had been her first and most successful subject. He would be the most loyal. He would be the last to shake her control.

			She looked at the overrun colony gates and then back at him. He was rosy in the pink of midmorning, relaxed but not unprepared.

			Loew slowly took a step toward him. Maybe she could rebuild her project. This was just a setback. But now she could start over without Dominion interference. The PPO lived on in him. She could take what she’d learned and wipe out the zerg threat. She could—

			Dennis’s eyes narrowed as he raised his arms. There was no need to hurry. She was soft and without defenses.

			“No,” she whispered. “No, no, no. Not you. Not you.”

			She darted away but was nowhere near fast enough to outrun him.

			• • •

			The Queen of Blades narrowed her focus for a moment, reaching out from Char and into the perceptions of her children on Thys. She narrowed further, tasting the rush of pursuit as she rode along with the hydralisk.

			Kerrigan could feel the hot and empty wind, smell the blood of the fallen, taste the agony and fear of the lone, stupid woman who’d sought to take what was hers and hers alone.

			Still, the woman had given her an incredible opportunity. Trade several foot soldiers for how many Dominion brains? Pawns for bishops and rooks and even a pretender queen? Her only regret was that she would not see Mengsk’s face as he heard of it.

			The Queen of Blades relished the perfume of the woman’s fear, just a step or two ahead of her former pet. She decided that she would let the false queen run for a little longer.

			But only a little.

		

	
		
			Week 4

			@TalenAyers: Is it just me, or are the Thursday meals in the mess hall significantly better than those from any other day?

			@DanielRothfuss: @TalenAyers By a qualitative power of ten.

			@VeraLangridge: @DanielRothfuss @TalenAyers Agreed. Yesterday’s pan leavings qualified as “barbecue” by adjutant standards. Today: delicious enchiladas?

			@PamelaGFoster: @VeraLangridge Monday’s menu threw my appetite out the damn airlock. That stuff didn’t belong on a petri dish, let alone a plate.

			@TalenAyers: @PamelaGFoster @VeraLangridge @DanielRothfuss Yes, but why the distinctive shift in flavor on Thursdays? We’re all smart folk. Any theories?

			@TalenAyers: @PamelaGFoster @VeraLangridge @DanielRothfuss Hold that thought. I’m going back for more enchiladas.

			Chat Log 23.33.0001 between T. Ayers and T. Cogan

			18:00:00 Blackstone Standard Time

			T. Ayers: Oh good, you’re online. I didn’t expect you back from dinner so soon.

			T. Cogan: Yes, well, I had to make an excuse to break free from Dr. Held’s less-than-riveting discussion on protoss cellular mitosis. That man bothers me. No regard for negative social cues . . .

			T. Ayers: Ha! He seemed ready to talk your ear off until the wee hours, Talise. You are the Houdini of conversational escapism.

			T. Cogan: Who? Dr. Ayers, is this another one of your charming yet forgotten Old Earth heroes? You know that I am no historian.

			T. Ayers: Yes, yes, apologies. My point is, you broke free from Held’s blathering. I had hoped we might go over today’s findings. Ever since Branamoor lifted the ban on linked datapads, I have preferred comparing our notes in this medium. I think lively discussion provides insight beyond the measured facts.

			T. Cogan: “Lively”? You know these chats are monitored just as closely as our research notes, right? It is hard for me to feel any genuine sense of liveliness when Branamoor’s goons are eavesdropping on every word we say.

			T. Ayers: Well, let’s just accept the listening party as a given. Maybe it would help if you thought of them as nothing more than interested fans? Xenobiology buffs excited to pore over your discoveries?

			T. Cogan: Dr. Ayers, you may have gotten accustomed to having fans—hell, sometimes I think you see everybody as a part of your devoted audience. But that idea does nothing for me. Can we simply get to the point?

			T. Ayers: Very well. Just trying to help.

			T. Cogan: Right. So . . . our notes from Dr. Sandra Loew. Have you been through them all? She had made some interesting leaps with prions, using them as a vector to influence the zerg nervous system. Although . . . from everything I saw, it looks as if she jumped into experimentation far too quickly.

			T. Ayers: I have been through everything recovered from the site. Dr. Loew was—what’s a kind way to put this? She was enthusiastic about her research. I mean, we have volumes of material here, and every word is acutely concerned with controlling zerg behavior. She had commendable focus.

			T. Cogan: Or what some might call an obsessive compulsion, but that’s neither here nor there. Regardless, she put her theories into practice before setting safe parameters. It looks as if her darling hydralisk wasn’t quite as tame as she had hoped.

			T. Ayers: “Dennis”? Oh my, yes. Once a researcher names the subject animal, you know that some degree of rational distance has been lost. How she went on about the creature.

			T. Cogan: And you saw how he repaid her devotion. Another reason I am glad our research has been restricted to dead subjects thus far.

			T. Ayers: “Thus far” being the operative phrase here. You think those sounds coming from the red hallways are being made by the furnace? Branamoor is testing us out on subjects that have already been terminated so that he can see how we operate. We’ll be moving on to live subjects soon.

			T. Cogan: I’m afraid you’re right. Look, I’ve typed up the rest of my conclusions, and I will get the summary to you tomorrow morning. I . . . I think I might just go lie down.

			T. Ayers: The thought of meeting another Dennis soured the conversation, didn’t it?

			T. Cogan: Something like that. And it looks as if we have a big day tomorrow: a new shuttle arrived with a coldbox from Choss. My guess is that we’re opening up a big package from Professor Champlain.

			T. Ayers: Champlain? From Special Research Ops?

			T. Cogan: That’s what it said on the box. “Champlain, SRO.”

			T. Ayers: Interesting. I wonder what the foremost expert on mutalisks has sent us.

			T. Cogan: A mutalisk? Seems like the obvious answer . . .

			T. Ayers: Talise, you must be tired. Have you ever dissected a mutalisk?

			T. Cogan: No, but I . . . Oh yeah, right. Volatile acidic hemoglobin. I had forgotten.

			T. Ayers: The poor professor’s chosen field of study keeps dissolving right in front of his eyes. Which only makes me more curious: what could he possibly have sent us?

			T. Cogan: Well, the coldbox looked far too big for a mutalisk anyway. I was so caught up watching the marines unload it that I almost missed the new member of our team when he disembarked.

			T. Ayers: They’ve conscripted another poor soul into our ranks? Fantastic. Were you able to get his name?

			T. Cogan: Don’t get too excited, Dr. Ayers. He was . . . weird. Not weird like Dr. Held, but just . . . really distant. As if his mind wasn’t in the same room with us, if you get my meaning.

			T. Ayers: I suppose so. You know, it does take a unique skill set to enter into our line of work, Talise. Xenoscience makes for strange bedfellows.

			T. Cogan: Well, that’s the other thing. He told me that his specialty was archaeology.

			T. Ayers: That’s odd. What could an archaeologist possibly contribute to a research lab devoted to alien biology?

			T. Cogan: I’m sure I have no idea. He said that his name was Ramsey. Jake Ramsey.

		

	
		
			Frenzy

			By Kal-El Bogdanove

			The wind was at his back now. It was a good indicator of a fine glide ahead. To Alden Moss it felt like a benediction as he stood at the cliff’s edge, making fists with his toes and letting the dry sandy soil float away in little puffs that receded into the nothingness below.

			Alden knew there was ground there. He’d hiked it, and landed on it, and brought a cute local girl down to it to make out. But on mornings like this, when the light hadn’t reached the canyon floor, he liked to pretend it wasn’t there, as if he were about to step off and master an abyss as endless as space.

			It wasn’t quite sunup yet, but the first streaks of dawn were leaking in to stain the pearl-and-cobalt clouds. It was easily bright enough for a boy with good eyes to see. He checked the straps on the rig one last time, the way his father had taught him years before, and jumped.

			The rushing of the wind filled the glider. The tops of the cliffs were golden now, and they seemed to stretch forever—an endless fractal sea of storied bluffs, spiraling canyons, and sere plateaus—a geological wonder unlike any other.

			Alden pulled up, skimming along at cliff level, breaching in and out of the sunlight like a fleet fish leaping upstream. Behind him were the concerns of school, his parents, the draft . . . the other draft. All that was back on the ground. Up here, with the wind pushing into his lungs, stretching the glider, and roaring in his ears . . . Alden was free.

			The sound, when it came, was so quiet beside the roar of the wind—a faint noise, and distant. Yet it cut to the marrow of Alden’s bones as no other had in his twenty years.

			Tekeli-li.

			This was wrong. The air was his! His mind should be clear, his heart untroubled—master of the abyss! And yet it came again, louder now—

			Tekeli-li!

			—behind him. Alden craned his neck around, but the sun was at his back, and the great spreading wings of the glider, those wings that he had thought of as his, now seemed to him unendurable blind spots. What could be up here with him so early?

			TEKELI-LI!

			It was the sound of a nightmare, of a nameless, ancient thing found in a fever dream. He dove now for the cliff, desperate to fall and land in his own bed, drenched in sweat and only half remembering this unhomelike noise! If only he could see it!

			The shadow passed over him, and he heard the furious rustle of leathery wings, a gnashing, and a wetter note of wriggling flesh quivering in anticipation.

			Alden screamed as It appeared, as he looked upon the face of terror, the loathsome, scarred maw of his nightmare. And his scream and the horrible cry of the creature became one seamless sound—

			TEKELI-LI-I-I-I-I!

			—until teeth found flesh, and silence took the canyon.

			• • •

			“This town needs the tourist trade.”

			Mayor Haskins whittled the tip off an expensive cigar as he said it. Rin Shearon nodded politely, but inside she thought, Lord, he says that like I’ve never heard it before.

			Rin was tired and uncomfortable. The sweat that had collected in the small of her back during the pursuit through the hot sun was cooling in the over-air-conditioned office, and the heavy bag of black-market stims she’d taken off the perp was now causing her shiny marshal’s star to dig two of its six points into her boob. A perfect storm of physical irritation.

			The mayor was expanding on his opening theme, as if being the marshal in Quijadas for four years, and having been the marshal’s daughter for twenty-five before that, hadn’t already made Rin aware that the only reason offworlders ever bothered to visit a rocky little moon like Choss was for the opportunity to dive off its scenic cliffs and glide through its crisp high-desert air.

			For glide enthusiasts, Choss was the crown and Quijadas was the jewel, home to storied canyons and breathtaking outcroppings unique in all the sector, left behind when some prehistoric ocean had steamed away.

			Rin’s main job was keeping anything that didn’t fit the picture of the perfect resort town away from the eyes of the tourists. Sometimes that meant running down a black-market stim dealer and tackling him behind the Azlup’s Pack ’n’ Jet, like she had today.

			Mostly it meant writing speeding tickets, booking drunk-and-disorderlies, and scaring off the teenagers who went up to the mineral springs to hit weak garage-brewed turk.

			It was a good job, and Rin was good at it. She didn’t know why she wasn’t afraid to get her pointy cowgirl nose right up in the face of anyone who looked like he might start some shit, but she wasn’t. Maybe it was genetic. Maybe five generations of town-taming granddads had just passed the trait down. Whatever—long as it worked.

			The mayor was wrapping up now, and not too soon. Rin had been two bites into an egg salad sandwich when her dep had called in and said the dealer they were staking out was on the move. Egg salad was a favorite, even when it was karak and not chicken, but it didn’t improve with time on the plate.

			“Yes, sir, we’re all glad this was taken care of with a minimum of fuss.”

			“No, sir, I don’t think it’s a sign of any sort of substantial drug trade reaching Quijadas.”

			“No, sir, I don’t think anyone from the Gazette could have found out.”

			Balls.

			The heat hit Rin like a fist as she stepped out of the cool dark of the mayor’s office. She had driven her old rattletrap LAV to the scene and from the scene to lockup, but she’d switched to the cruiser before meeting the mayor because she knew he’d hate to see the LAV, with its mud-flecked doors and its ancient mounted guns, in the antiseptic downtown. Cruiser prob’ly wouldn’t clear the first arroyo if I had to leave the grid, she thought wearily as she climbed in.

			She made it two blocks, passing three ice cream parlors, a boutique full of handmade furniture, a place that sold artisanal cheeses, and a shop that offered “genuine protoss hummus” (which was hooey, Rin knew, because the protoss had no damn mouths). Then the call came in.

			“Go ahead for Shearon,” Rin said as she tapped the vidscreen. The amiable face of Rita, one of her two deputies, popped up.

			“Hey, R. I got a weird call from Dolly Juarez up at North-Rim Rentals. Sounds like they’ve had some kind of accident. She’s pretty upset.”

			Rin’s guts did a flip-flop. It was ironic: the only things Rin really was afraid of were the goddamn cliffs the town was famous for.

			Spend some cash, and you too could climb up, dive off, and glide your way into a tour of the prettiest canyons on Choss. Let them have it, thought Rin. Brr.

			She stowed the little thrill of fear and U-turned. “Thanks, R. I’ll head up. Can you imagine the fit Haskins is gonna throw if some rich bastard got himself killed, swooping around up there? I don’t know if I can stomach the ‘This town needs the tourist trade’ speech twice today.”

			“Good luck, Marshal.”

			The glider was mangled, but the body was worse. Way worse. Dolly Juarez was a mess, so the rigging tech, Dium Flecc, led Rin along the winding maintenance trail to where the remains lay.

			Rin felt the two bites of karak egg and mayo roil in her gut. She tried to look as if it were the corpse that was making her sick, but it was the sheer drop a meter away. The cliff towered above too, and Rin wondered for the millionth time, How do people climb these things?

			She squatted to examine the gaping chest wound in the body. It had tumbled, rolled a ways, but it was clear that the primary damage was the massive thoracic puncture.

			“For crying out loud, Dium. Nobody saw anything?”

			“Alden Moss was a regular. Wealthy kid. University football star. He was gonna be top pick in the draft this year. Word is the Asteroids and the Tigers have been locked in an unofficial bidding war over him for a month.”

			Rin stared down at the contorted body. No more long bombs. No more keg stands and pretty girls. No more TDs. What a goddamn waste.

			Flecc continued, “He’s gone gliding all over the sector. Been coming up here summers with his dad since he was a squirt. Hell, Dolly’s got an autographed ball above the desk. Alden hasn’t needed a guide in years. Comes up from the resort early in the morning . . . We wouldn’t have known he’d gone out if not for the empty rack in the gear shack.”

			“You’ve been gliding a long time. What do you make of it?” asked Rin, delicately lifting a limb with the pen from her shirt pocket.

			“If the dampener failed and he hit a strong shear like the ones on Zeph III, he could’ve hit the rocks. Tumble might account for the damage to the glider, any broken bones, and the shallow cuts. But I have never seen gravity make a wound like that.”

			“And where’s the blood?” said Rin. “Even if he got snagged somewhere and dripped awhile, there’d be seepage here. Something. But there’s not.”

			“Looks like something sucked on him like a Qwencher packet.” Flecc scratched his bald head, tan from years outside. “Could be game bats found the corpse—”

			“Be a lot of game bats to drain a big guy like this. And unless he was out there before moondown . . .”

			This has all the earmarks of being a really big problem, thought Rin, and as she thought it, Flecc agreed with what she hadn’t said.

			“Marshal . . . I was only in the service one tour, and I spent that running airborne jump drills. Never even saw a live xeno. But I saw the ed-vids in basic, and in the vids I only ever saw one creature could make a gouge like that . . .”

			All the earmarks, thought Rin. “Dee . . . you take any kind of armament with you when you were mustered out?”

			“Took a Torrent. An SR-8. Blows the shit out of a range boar when I hunt on weekends.”

			“Maybe you keep that handy when you lead your tour groups, okay?” said Rin, rocking back on her heels and standing up, away from the stench of the dead kid.

			“You think it is a xeno?” asked Flecc.

			“Don’t matter what I think,” said Rin, averting her eyes from the canyon. “Matters what I can get Haskins to believe.”

			“Absolutely not.”

			The mayor’s complexion went from waxy to pink. How does he manage to stay pale when the rest of us have to flush a case of skin cancer at the doc’s every ten years? wondered Rin.

			“Close the canyons on Inauguration Day weekend? Might as well set fire to the treasury and be done with it. ‘Mutalisks in the canyons.’ Ridiculous! What in the world do we have on Choss that could possibly attract the attention of the zerg?”

			“Might be some got left behind from the troubles.” Rin hated the folksy local phrase used to soften what the rest of the damn sector referred to properly as “the war.”

			Rin knew Chossites had gotten off easy, relatively speaking. The military had set up a way station out in the desert and had ended up in a kind of squabble over it with the zerg. Whole thing had lasted maybe a month; it was on the other side of the moon; and just about the only thing it had cost Quijadas was her dad.

			Given that they’d lost nothing and she’d lost a lot, it irked Rin that the locals hid the whole thing in a euphemism. Often she took pleasure in calling that particular spade a spade, but today she felt she had enough of an uphill climb with the mayor already.

			“Nonsense. The troubles were all the way over in Bim Battum! Three teams of sanitation marines scoured this moon, at no small cost to our city budget. Choss is certified vacation material.”

			Rin took the deep breath necessary to prevent herself from strangling him. “I’m no expert, but they say that mutalisks are a lot more buglike than the other bugs. They’ll go where the Swarm wants them to go, but sometimes they go where their little bug brains tell them is nice.”

			“I’m not taking food out of the mouths of my constituents because of a gliding accident. People sign release forms when they go up there. Contact the family; get him in a coldbox. That’s the last word on the matter.”

			It wasn’t. The next three deaths came two days later, a whole family picked off midflight. Rin got the story from poor Dium Flecc between gasps of pain as caustic blood ate through what was left of his arm. He’d brought the Torrent, and he’d taken the shot, but he hadn’t had the damn sense not to be underneath the thing when he fired.

			Mutalisk blood becomes highly corrosive when exposed to atmo, thought Rin. She’d gone on the hypernet and read up on the things the night after her failed assault on the mayor’s pigheadedness. There was surprisingly little info, but Rin had learned that little gem before Rita had come in for an early shift and had promptly told her to go the hell home.

			Mayor Haskins hadn’t said a word since he’d come into the room; he had just gone from pale to pale green and tried to look anywhere but at Flecc.

			“Flew right off with ’em. Lord, Rin. Flew right off!” Flecc moaned.

			“You did all you could, Dee. I shoulda been up there.”

			And maybe I should have, thought Rin, though what good I would’ve been, trying to fight monsters on that damn cliff, is anyone’s guess.

			Doc Beele gave Flecc something, and he slipped into blissful unconsciousness. As Beele set to lasering the arm off cleanly, Rin turned to Haskins.

			“You and I better take a walk.”

			Outside, bright, clean air swept away the acrid smell of Beele’s tiny surgery, and Rin sucked it in gratefully. Haskins panted as if he’d just run a 5K.

			“I’m gonna need a link to Strong in an hour. Not tonight, not tomorrow morning. An hour,” said Rin.

			Haskins nodded so hard his head seemed in danger of detaching as Rin continued. “He’s our goddamn Dominion rep. He better get ready to start repping.”

			Strong was, in Rin’s opinion, the least apt name Choss’s D-rep could’ve had. He delivered about 5 percent of what he pledged—and this was for Quijadas, credit for credit the wealthiest town on Choss. Rin shuddered to think what his track record was like for Zeb, the ranch village ten klicks west, where most of the custodial staff for the resorts lived.

			But Rin had emphasized the life-or-death nature of the situation, and Strong had promised to send Dominion assistance on next morning’s freighter. It wasn’t a minute too soon. The night had brought another attack closer to town.

			Rin should have known better than to believe Strong. When the hundred-pound bookworm in the wool sport coat (Wool! For a Choss summer!) hailed her as he disembarked, she actually leaned left to see if maybe the Longbolt missile turrets she’d asked for were coming out on pallets behind the nerd.

			“You must be Marshal Shearon,” he said, and paused. “Marshal Shearon.” He chewed the words quietly. “Lotta sh’s in there.” Then, having deemed her name satisfactory, he extended a hand. “Brad Champlain, Special Research Operations. I understand you have a mutalisk problem.”

			Rin fought the urge to yell. “That’s an understatement, Mr. Champlain. Don’t take this the wrong way, but I was sorta expecting you to be a large stock of ground-to-air missiles.”

			“Really? I’m sorry, Marshal; they keep us pretty insulated from all that in SRO . . . Um, could I possibly persuade you to continue our conversation somewhere air-conditioned? I fear I may not have been fully prepared for your moon’s heat.”

			• • •

			“You’re a mutalisk expert?”

			They were in the Agave Club, overlooking the golf course. It was near the starport and air-conditioned, and Rin liked the egg salad sandwich there—real chicken egg, imported. Usually above her pay grade, but for a business lunch . . .

			Champlain laughed, a polite academic titter. “If it is possible to be an expert on mutalisks, then, I guess, yes. I am one. They are notoriously difficult creatures to study.”

			Good grief, thought Rin, echoing her mother and barely caring. “But you can help us get rid of our mutalisks . . .”

			“Perhaps in the long run. You see, the reason the mutalisk is such an enigma is that it is impossible to conduct a thorough physical examination of one. The mutalisk is filled with a viscous ichor that breaks down into a fluoroantimonic compound when the animal’s carapace is compromised. Basically, the mutalisk dissolves itself before any serious scrutiny can take place.”

			“Great. How do I get them to dissolve themselves?” asked Rin.

			Champlain shrugged. “Terminate the animal.”

			“So your expert advice on how to kill mutalisks is ‘kill them.’ Doctor—”

			“Just ‘Professor’ is fine.”

			“—I don’t know how to find them. There may be as many as ten of the damn things out there—”

			“Oh, heavens, no.”

			Rin was starting to lose patience. “Yes. I watched the security footage from North-Rim. There were at least five—”

			“No, you misunderstand. What I’m trying to tell you is that if you saw a hunting party of five mutas twice in the same spot in as many days, then there is definitely a spire within 120 klicks of that location.”

			“A spire?”

			“A nest, Marshal. You’re looking at a clutch of sixty or more.”

			Rin felt the flip-flop in her gut that she normally associated with the cliffs. “Sixty? Sixty mutalisks ready to eat my town, and they send me you, a guy who—no offense—doesn’t look like he’s ever even held a gun?”

			“None taken. Point of pride, actually.”

			“I’m sorry. I’m going to have to seek assistance elsewhere,” sighed Rin.

			“If you intend to exterminate a spire of sixty mutalisks, I would think so. If they’ve started attacking people, it means that they’ve depleted the local populations of wild prey animals. The situation can only get worse. I hope you’ll let me stay on and study your clutch. I’ll help if I can. I am well aware that these creatures are dangerous.”

			“Thanks, Doc.”

			“Professor,” he replied jovially, and he took a bite of his Spanish omelet.

			Karak, not that you could tell with all the seasoning, Rin thought. She stared down at her egg salad. It had seemed so appealing fifty-five mutalisks ago. Shit.

			• • •

			“Sixty?” asked Rita.

			Rin had returned to the office from interminable deliberations with Haskins and the town fathers and found Rita finishing up the advisory bulletin as Rin had asked. Always nice to know I can count on somebody, Rin thought.

			Rin unbuckled her sidearm, tossed it into her desk drawer, and flopped into the chair next to her friend and deputy.

			“Champlain says they’ve probably been there since the war, living off game bats and whatnot in the deeper canyons. I suppose he could be right. We were dead in the middle of the wet cycle when the fighting was happening. You know how the game bats boom like that every five years or so. But we’ve been in a dry crest the last two . . .”

			Rin trailed off into a sigh. Screwed over by weather. I coulda protected the town better if I were a meteorologist.

			Rita was staring, waiting for the other shoe.

			“Anyway, he says if we keep indoors and away from the canyons, we’re safe for a few more weeks. But at the rate they’re pushing outward . . . We’re evacuating Cliffside Rest.”

			“Gods, Haskins must be having kittens. What happens after a few weeks?”

			Rin spread her hands. “We need firepower. Dominion’s about as useful as a trapdoor in a rowboat. They won’t admit their sanitation teams fekked up. We’re gonna need mercs. But you let mercs into a town like this, you never get ’em out.”

			“Even with a marshal as tough as you, R?” Rita said with a wink.

			Rin grinned and swiveled to face her friend. “Even then.”

			When Rin had been the rawest deputy on her dad’s force, Rita had been a summer kid slinging club sandwiches at the Agave and spending her evenings gliding while her trust fund matured.

			They’d met when Rita had called in a fight between a couple of drunk commodity traders. Rin and old Arco Bousquette had been the lawmen to respond.

			Rita was the child of aristocrats who would’ve preferred that their little girl had been the toast of cotillion rather than the star ass kicker of the lacrosse team. Rin was the child of a stone-faced marshal who’d raised his daughter without ever appearing to notice that she wasn’t a son.

			The girls were a classic odd couple: elegant-looking Rita with her flame ringlets and olive skin, and rough-hewn Rin with blond hair that she thought looked like an overlaundered bedsheet and a light complexion that burned and burned and never seemed to tan.

			But they became immediate friends, Rin and Rita, braving endless jokes over the years from guys hoping to “get some R and R.” Eventually the two of them made the dumb nickname their own.

			When things finally exploded with Rita’s folks, it was Rin and her dad who took Rita in, given her work on the tiny force.

			When Marshal Shearon the elder passed, it was Rita who rousted Rin out of the darkness.

			When Rita’s entire family was exterminated in a zerg incursion, without ever reconciling with her, Rin repaid the favor.

			And when Rita’s five-year-old cousin, Jasper, was dropped off on the doorstep of his last living relative, Rin jumped in to help her friend raise him.

			Like any good Choss girl, Rin had fooled around with the handsome summer folks, but none of them had stuck. What had stuck was Rita—closer than a sister—and Jasper, less Rin’s son than she’d been her father’s, but, like her father, she never seemed to notice. It was an odd little family, the orphan and the two lady lawmen, but it was what Rin had.

			“What about your friend Pearly?” asked Rita. “Isn’t he in a merc outfit?”

			“R, he’s in Raynor’s Raiders. They don’t make house calls to step on an anthill.”

			Rita was quiet for a moment.

			“R?” Rin hesitated. “Keep Jasp inside for a couple days. Rent some holovids or something.”

			Rin saw Rita nod in the dim desk-lamp light. They sat in silence for a spell. Then, as Rin was thinking about calling it a night, Rita added, “I just thought maybe he’d know someone. He’s got people on-world.”

			“Damn ’n’ eggs, it’s Rhett Shearon’s little girl. How’re you doing, Marshal?”

			“Not so XYZ, Pearly. We got kind of a pickle here. Mutalisks,” said Rin, watching the monitor flicker as it tried to handle the decoding matrix she’d had to put in to get a clear signal from the Hyperion.

			“Mutalisks?!”

			“Confined to our parts, Pearly, for the moment. Gonna give Cliffside Rest some trouble, though.” Pearly’s whole family—including old Arco, now that he’d retired—lived in Bim Battum on the other side of Choss. Rin knew his first concern would be for his kin, and his second would be for the intricate cliff-face hotel he’d engineered in the Quijadas canyons before he’d gone off fighting.

			She explained the details of the situation, and Pearly listened with that intense focus that had made him her dad’s best friend. When she was finished, he rocked back in his chair, light-years away, and let out a lot of breath.

			“I know a man who might, might, be able to help you. If you say the word, I’ll get on the horn with him direct after we disconnect. But I want to warn you, Rin: you hire this man to kill these bugs, and that’s what he will do. Every last one. You let something get in the way of that, he’s liable to roll right over it. You understand?” Pearly leaned into the cam to make his point.

			“Sounds heaven-sent, Pearl.”

			“All right. Man’s name is Breg Shaw. You look for him to land by Friday.”

			• • •

			Breg Shaw arrived in Quijadas late Wednesday in a ramshackle transport that made Rin reconsider her decision. Haskins looked like he’d smelled something unpleasant. But it wasn’t as if they had much of a choice. They’d suffered two more deaths since Rin closed her link with Pearly, and the town was on edge.

			When the dust had settled, they entered the hangar to meet their merc.

			Shaw was a crusty, wizened man with obvious scars as if he’d been whittled out of knotty wood by an inexpert sculptor. He scoured them with deep, squinty eyes.

			“You’re the lady marshal?” He spat it out with a voice like a testy chain saw.

			“Katrin Shearon.”

			I don’t like him, Rin thought. Rita would say that was because she didn’t like most people. Rin felt this was unfair—she liked people who were worth a damn. Didn’t matter; if Shaw could do the job, Rin would warm to him soon enough.

			“Makes you the politician,” continued Shaw, sizing up Haskins.

			Haskins smiled as if he’d just bitten into a donut and discovered it was actually a bar of soap.

			“And you’ve got a mutalisk problem you want me to clean up. I’ll do it. Thirty thousand, plus maintenance fees for my gear. You’ll have your sky back.”

			“You can get it done?” asked Rin.

			“Oh, yes.”

			“Unfortunately, Mr., ah, Shaw, we aren’t the ones you have to convince.” Haskins had chosen this moment to find his voice. With a phlegmy little cough, he proceeded. “The aldermen have to okay an expenditure of this size. Now, we called an emergency meeting when Liddy at the port here picked you up as incoming. We’re gathering at the town hall . . .”

			Shaw smirked. His eyes, Rin noticed, remained humorless, his voice quiet like an idling engine.

			“Five dead, and you’re worried about the aldermen—”

			“Six,” interrupted Rin.

			Shaw went, “Ungh?”

			“Six dead. We lost two while you were en route.”

			“Where’s yer damn town hall?” he barked, revving that chain saw.

			“Center Green, up the main drag. I’ll take you in the cruiser.”

			“Keep yer cruiser.” He turned and stomped back to his ship.

			Rin threw a bewildered glance to Haskins. Takes a big asshole to make me side with my boss, she thought.

			There was a grinding whirr from inside the transport. A large cargo bay door began to open.

			The door slid back completely, and all of a sudden Rin was much less worried about Shaw’s abilities.

			Out of the transport stepped the deadliest-looking goliath Rin had ever seen, with Shaw at the helm. On the side was stenciled the name Flyswatter I.

			In fact, Rin had never seen a goliath in person, but the walker figured prominently in the articles on mutalisk defense she’d been reading since Alden Moss’s death. She’d seen pictures, but none of them looked quite like this.

			Shaw had replaced the usual twin smoothbore autocannons with Gatling-style chainguns on fully articulated arms complete with loader-claws. They seemed to Rin as if they would make for effective use on airborne targets. He had also managed to jury-rig a pair of UED-built missile racks. And in place of the standard crotch-mounted swivel machine gun, Shaw had somehow cobbled—

			Holy crap, that’s a burst laser off a Wraith! How’d he even get that thing running?

			But before she could fully form the question, Shaw’s goliath was out of the hangar and striding toward her town at top speed.

			Damn it! thought Rin, and she ran for the cruiser.

			Shaw apparently didn’t believe in speed limits, because Rin had needed to redline it on the way to the town center, feeling the dainty little cruiser (built to look good on milder worlds) whine and shudder at the breakneck pace.

			But Rin and Haskins had made it without accident. They’d made it in time to see Shaw clank up outside the town hall, made it for the chance to see him lean on the horn—built to draw attention in full combat, not to pierce the quiet of a tiny resort town in the desert.

			Folks came streaming out of the hall and around the hedges of the tidily walled-off day spas and tennis courts. The aldermen, concerned citizens, lots and lots of tourists—they were all crowding onto the green. Many looked irritated by the disturbance. Some simply looked curious.

			Shaw hopped out of his rig and began speaking.

			“My name,” he said, “is Breg Shaw. I’m a mutalisk hunter. I’ve destroyed over thirty spires personally and participated in the destruction of hundreds. If you’ll let me, I’ll solve your mutalisk problem for you.”

			The crowd murmured.

			“How do we know you’re for real?” someone yelled.

			“You pay me when the job is done. You can have whomever you like supervise the process.”

			The crowd buzzed more loudly now, approvingly, and this time one of the aldermen spoke up.

			“Can you stop these creatures quickly?”

			“It might take me a week to locate your spire—”

			“No, it won’t!”

			Everyone swiveled to look at Champlain as he pushed his glasses up his nose and elaborated. “You won’t need a week. I’ve had my instruments in the canyons, recording mutalisk flight patterns. I’ve identified a fairly confined vector of habitation.”

			Shaw stared, surprised to be interrupted, and damn near floored to discover the source.

			“What I mean is,” Champlain finished, “I can take you right to the spire.”

			“Perfect! Perfect. You’ll take our Dominion mutalisk expert and solve our little problem!” Haskins was beaming.

			Now that the aldermen are on board, he hasn’t a care in the world, thought Rin.

			Shaw made a noise that sounded like “Tchah!” And before he could object further, Rin heard herself say it . . .

			“And me.”

			“But why?”

			Rin had bet herself that Jasper would object, and now she owed herself a beer.

			The boy stuck his reddening face out at her. Jasper looked a bit like Rita, but the gesture was pure Rin, and she saw it as clear as if she were staring into a mirror. Rin felt at once flattered and taken aback.

			“In case this man Shaw doesn’t deliver, somebody from here has gotta see what we’re dealing with, be on hand to make tough decisions for the town, kiddo.”

			“But why does it have to be you?” Jasper asked.

			Rin sighed and threw an arm around the boy’s shoulder in the sort of “walk with me” side-on hug she’d had from her dad a hundred times. She took a deep breath and let it out slowly.

			“It’s my town.”

			“We oughta be heading out there together,” Rita groused. “R ’n’ R kicking some A!”

			“Rita,” said Rin, “think about what would happen if one of these things, even one, got into town. You really want the only law enforcement professional on hand to be Keith?”

			Rin tried to laugh it off, but Rita stared right through the joke, into her eyes.

			“R . . . if you die out there . . . I’ll kill you.”

			Rin smiled. “Be safe.”

			Champlain was already packed by the time Rin pulled up in her rattletrap LAV at dawn the next day. Shaw and Champlain had spent part of the evening bolting the professor’s lab pod to the Flyswatter, aft of the body, behind and under the missiles, where it was mostly out of harm’s way. Now it sat there like a backpack on the goliath—a little scientific jump seat.

			“Damn thing is still gonna pull 5, 10 percent off my forward top speed,” Shaw grumbled.

			“Just tell the op-con to replace the energy with 20 percent off your giant missile swivels while we travel. That won’t interfere with the drive action chain. You can drop me when we sight the spire and have all your combat capability back,” said Champlain.

			Shaw raised an eyebrow. “That’ll do.”

			“Morning, boys,” said Rin. “Ready to move?”

			“I wonder if you are, Marshal,” said Shaw forebodingly, and as he climbed into the cradle of the helm, Rin saw Champlain roll his eyes.

			Soon the odd trio trundled off into the desert, Rin’s LAV trailing the bizarrely outfitted goliath into the heat of the day.

			“It was my second doctorate, actually. The first was in organic chemistry. But that just flowed naturally into xenobiology. You know how it is—if a scientist is going to make any sort of impact in the Koprulu sector, he’d better get involved with the war effort.”

			Rin smiled as she listened to Champlain ramble on the vidscreen.

			“Doctor, I gotta ask: what in the world did they send you here for? If you’re trying to observe mutalisk behavior . . . half the sector is blowing up right now. On that scale, our problem is an anthill.”

			“Professor,” sniffed Champlain. “I requested the assignment. I believe your spire might be the perfect place for me to find my big fish.”

			“Hold on; back up,” sighed Rin.

			“Well, you know zerg are adaptable; their genetic code is more a guideline than a rule, if you follow me . . .”

			“Use tiny words, and I’ll see if I can keep up,” Rin joked, unable to resist teasing him.

			“Oh! Ah . . . sorry. Well . . . mutalisks are among the most adaptable zerg subspecies. The ability to fly, unaided, in the vacuum of space or use their evolved reproductive tract as an offensive weapon . . . The mutalisk has evolved fascinating traits we know almost nothing about.”

			Makes them dangerous, thought Rin. We know that.

			Champlain continued. “One adaptation mutalisks can develop is a natural tolerance to their spire mates’ corrosive ichor. They live in such close quarters in the spire . . . Imagine if you were in danger of dissolving every time your little brother got a paper cut. It wouldn’t do.”

			Rin marveled at the waves of enthusiasm pulsing off of Champlain as he discoursed on his field of study. It’d be cute, she thought, if he weren’t talking about remorseless flying bugs that birth parasitic grubs and bleed acid.

			“Mutalisks develop this tolerance in response to minor exposure,” he continued, “but they never get sufficiently inoculated for the body to withstand the corrosive soakage that results from death and dissection. They just don’t live long enough to build up the tolerance.”

			“Why not?” asked Rin.

			“Because most mutalisks display little instinct for self-preservation. It’s not in their nature to try to extend their own lives; their drive is to preserve the life of the spire. But every so often—and we’re talking one mutalisk in millions—a mutalisk is born with that instinct intact. These mutalisks live years longer than average. It’s my theory that, given enough time, a long-lived mutalisk would develop enough tolerance to its own fluids for its tissues to withstand a violent death and subsequent dissection. I call it the Theory of the Canny Mutalisk . . . my big fish.”

			“And you think our spire is a likely place to find one?” asked Rin.

			“Out-of-the-way moon, nonstrategic infestation, plenty of food . . . These mutalisks sought this hidden spire after the Dominion destroyed the only two known hives on Choss, and they managed to escape the notice of three additional sanitation attempts. They’re good candidates. The natural geology of the region—your cliffs and mesas and all—makes it easy to avoid detection. This is where a mutalisk could survive—flourish, even—and learn to keep its head down and its nest undetected!”

			“You really think they know enough to understand all that?” asked Rin.

			“One of the reasons they’re so fascinating, Marshal, is that it’s hard to say with any accuracy just what they know and what they do not know.” Champlain grinned.

			“Listen to the pair of you.” It had been so long since Shaw had spoken that Rin had almost forgotten he was there. Now as he cut in, she could see his sneer on the vidscreen, the tiny wide-angle camera in the helm ballooning his scars grotesquely. “You think you’re on some kind of field trip? You think you’ll just bag yourself a mutalisk, maybe mount it in a little box with a pin and a scrap of cotton?” Derision dripped from every word. “A mutalisk is one thing: a killer. It’s the most foul, the most murderous beast the Devil ever spat into this or any other sector. Ain’t no part of itself it can’t use to kill!”

			“Which is precisely why it’s so important that we study it!” Champlain leapt to the defensive. “The more we understand about these creatures, the better we can guard ourselves against them. If we do this right, the next little town that faces an infestation can prevent loss of life—”

			“Quiet! Both of you!” Shaw’s attention shifted instantly, his focus suddenly absolute. He cut the drive on his goliath, and Rin took the cue and killed the LAV.

			“What? What’s going on?” asked Champlain.

			“Shut it, and open your eyes!” barked Shaw. “Up there on the rise . . .”

			Shaw tapped his console, and a second later a waypoint pinged up on Rin’s display. She pulled out a pair of binoculars and sighted on the point he’d indicated.

			Three mutas were latched on to a gigantic range boar, greedily sucking the life out of it. Rin heard the squeals now, high and thin and terrified. Rin had brought down plenty of range boars herself—tough, mean bastards the size of a rhino that’d gore you as soon as look at you—but all of a sudden she felt a pang of sympathy for the beast.

			“See?” Champlain whispered. “These mutas must have a profound need for liquid sustenance since the symbiotic nourishment organism, or ‘creep,’ that they would have enjoyed during the initial infestation has by now shriveled to nearly noth—”

			The Flyswatter exploded to life. Rin heard Champlain make a noise like “Urk!” and then Shaw was charging toward the ridge.

			The mutalisks shrieked and took wing. It was the first time Rin had ever heard the sound, the legendary chilling screech of the mutalisks, stolen from the mantis screamers the zerg had evolved them from, and Rin found that it cut her to the core.

			“Tekeli-li! Tekeli-liiiii!”

			This is not a noise that should exist, thought Rin. This is a noise meant only for the damned.

			The mutas wheeled once and made a beeline for the Flyswatter, their undulating ovipositors rippling as they prepared to disgorge a pile of writhing glave wurms. For a moment Rin thought Shaw had lost his mind and was running to his ruin—

			Then Rin heard Shaw’s chainguns spin up. The first mutalisk went down in an aerosolized rain of acidic gore twenty meters out. Rin heard the soil sizzle as the droplets landed.

			The other two kept right on after Shaw and the Flyswatter. Shaw put his next burst of fire into the glave wurms that were wriggling obscenely out of the beasts. They popped and hissed in the hail of rounds. Rin’s stomach gave an involuntary lurch.

			The second mutalisk was close now, its snapping mandibles and seeking barbs nearing Shaw’s control cradle. Rin heard Shaw grunt on the vidscreen and saw him swat with the chaingun, a savage backhanded right that sent the mutalisk tumbling into the dirt . . . directly toward her.

			With barbed wings, the mutalisk clawed to a stop and leapt back into the air. It fixed its beady xeno eyes on Rin!

			Most of the online footage of mutalisks had been taken from the air, lots of grainy documentary shots and military training vids. You got a sense of the chaos of moving wings and the writhing of lower halves. And, of course, Rin had seen diagrams of mutalisk anatomy. But this was the first mutalisk Rin had seen up close, with its jaws gnashing and its wings rending the air.

			Fear and revulsion welled up within Rin in nearly equal measure. Deep in her mind, a tiny primate voice awoke. Run! it shouted. Run, or you will surely die! The feeling coursed through her, and for a moment her hand flickered toward the reverse controls—

			And then she heard Shaw’s voice rumble out of the vidscreen.

			“Ha-hah! You sons of bitches! Straight to hell with you!” On the screen he sputtered and spit.

			Shocked from her trance, Rin snatched up her dad’s old AGR-14, leaned out, and fired three rounds into the mutalisk ahead of her. It screeched, and Rin saw the sprays of blood ping against the hood of the LAV and burn tiny pinholes in the metal.

			Shaw had dispatched the third mutalisk now, and he rounded on Rin, seized the second mutalisk by the tail, and smashed it into a projecting boulder with a crunch.

			“I hope you’re smart enough to know what’s coming,” Shaw snarled. Then he put a gun to the face of the mutalisk . . .

			. . . and blew a wet acidic hole into the stone behind it.

			There’s a dude who enjoys his work. She watched the spittle collect at the corner of his mouth as he roared in triumph. Maybe too much.

			The soil foamed as the muck began to pool. Shaw cackled and put a large round into the one sad glave wurm that had survived the onslaught. On the vidscreen, Rin watched Shaw crane his neck around toward Champlain. “So, Professor, how was that for ‘loss of life’?”

			By noon Rin was getting impatient. They’d stumbled onto two other hunting pods, a pair and a group of six, and each time Shaw had taunted the mutalisks and laughed like a man possessed as he put them to slaughter.

			“Shaw!” Rin shouted into the vidscreen as Shaw finished blasting the last bug with his crotch-mounted laser. Good gravy!

			“What is it, missy?”

			Rin ignored the diminutive. “I could’ve driven out here and gunned down muta strays with my dad’s old AGR-14, but it was my understanding you were gonna take out a spire for us.”

			“We’re following your little scientist’s heading.” Shaw snickered.

			“The heading is correct. If they’re not within a klick of here—right over that rise—I’ll tear up my credentials!” said Champlain, growing petulant. “Besides, every kill counts. They’re certainly not breeding. Not without a hatchery.”

			The hunters pressed for the ridge, and as they crested it, Rin could see the sweeping valley and the massive tabletop mesa that dominated it.

			“Wow!” said Champlain, too rocked by grandeur to remain surly.

			“That’s Anvil Rock,” explained Rin. “Choss was settled first by a group of back-to-the-land commune types ’bout a hundred years ago. Called themselves the ‘Anaranjado Noventa’—the ‘Orange Ninety’—even though there were about two hundred of ’em. They thought this rock was some kinda sacred place to take a spirit journey. No one’s been out here as far as I know since the centennial, when I was about seventeen—”

			“Look!” shouted Champlain. Shaw banked left down the hill, and Rin whipped out her binoculars and followed . . .

			There, at the bottom of the valley, hiding in the shade of the mesa . . . was the spire.

			It was way bigger and grosser than Rin had imagined, a claw-footed thrust of cartilaginous bone the diameter of a redwood tree Rin had seen in a pic-tome as a girl. The stem supported a pulsating membranous sack with a gently respiring circular vent in the top.

			Like the Devil’s arsehole, thought Rin, hearing the voice of her dad in her head. And it’s huge.

			The entire overhang of Anvil Rock was bristling with rustling wings and ovipositors—Rin couldn’t count how many. Then, moving to the indecipherable rhythms that govern a flock, the horde took flight.

			There were tons of them, a screeching, flapping cacophony of gnashing teeth and scrunching spiked protrusions. They filled the sky, a terrifying cloud of death, shrieking, “Tekeli-li!” Come and die.

			And as the hopelessly huge horde settled around the spire again, Rin thought, We’re gonna need more goliaths.

			“I thought it might be something like this,” muttered Champlain. “Your Anvil is probably laced with mineral deposits. They would work like iron-ball paint on ancient stealth craft, confusing radar imaging. No wonder we never caught this spire on any satellite scans. No wonder your sanitation teams missed it! The mutalisks were likely attracted by its roosting potential, but they lucked into a perfect hiding place.”

			“Maybe it wasn’t luck at all. Maybe they wanted to hide from your satellites,” grumbled Rin.

			“No, no. Mutalisks can’t grasp concepts as complex as radar imaging,” Champlain replied.

			“I thought you said it was hard to tell what they do get and what they don’t,” said Rin.

			Champlain remained silent, staring out at the massive flock until Shaw grunted, “All right. Champlain, let’s get your monkey ass off my back and into the LAV with the pretty marshal. We’ll send these overgrown black flies to meet their slimy maker.”

			Half an hour later Rin and Champlain were bombing at high speed on a transverse course past the spire. “Buzz the damn thing,” Shaw had said. “Get that bucket humming and carve right by the spire. You make as much noise as you can, and you just keep going!”

			Rin had argued with him. Surely Shaw’s one goliath, armed to the teeth though it was, was not going to be able to destroy that massive spire.

			“Stick to what you know,” he’d barked back. “They’re not that tough to bring down . . . long as the ugly bastards aren’t home . . .”

			Now as Rin accelerated, the old LAV juddered and shook, but it held. Champlain was in the back, tinkering with the bulky hunk of techno-whatsis he’d insisted on loading in with them.

			“What is that thing, Doc?” Rin yelled over the wind.

			“Synthetic pheromone dispersal unit. I believe, outside of the range of telepathic control, mutas communicate through scent, with different musks. I’ve been collecting and tracking samples. If we get in trouble, I’ll be able to deploy this and draw them off. This musk is designed to mimic the spawning effluent of a hatchery!”

			Rin wrinkled her nose. Eww. ”You use it often?” she hollered back.

			“No!” He grinned proudly. “Just nailed the formula last week! Can’t wait to see how it works!”

			Swell. Rin narrowed her eyes and turned to the task at hand.

			The plan was simple. Rin and Champlain would kite the bulk of the horde away from the spire with this high-speed drive-by. That would give Shaw a chance to run the Flyswatter in, plant an explosive charge in the top hole of the spire, blow it, and massacre the horde when it stacked up on the return attack.

			“If you can get the bastards to stack up, you’ve won,” Shaw had said. “Regular as clockwork.”

			Rin hoped to hell he knew what he was talking about, because the alternative was her dragging a giant mob of pissed-off mutas through the desert till she ran out of gas.

			The spire was getting closer now as they reached the flat of the valley.

			“Oh, my,” said Champlain, “it really is big up close!”

			That was a hell of an understatement. Rin poured on the speed, but the spire didn’t seem to get any nearer, just bigger and bigger.

			As the LAV pulled up level with it, Rin thought, Here goes nothing, and leaned on the horn.

			The deafening honk smashed the desert air like a maul through a melon. The horde leapt into the sky with a thunderous rustling, and Rin cut away across the canyon, going hell-for-leather.

			“Look! Look!” Champlain’s outburst was inappropriately gleeful. “Right up front! The canny mutalisk! Look!”

			Rin hazarded a glance over her shoulder. Bad idea. Really bad, she thought, staring back at the sea of flapping wings and clicking carapaces.

			But Champlain was insistent. “Look, right there! See all the scarring around the mandibles? See the number of striations on the underbelly? Right up front!”

			Rin snuck another glance. God, he’s right. What an ugly sonuvabitch. Rin hadn’t thought it was possible for a mutalisk to be much uglier than the ones she’d already seen, but the scarred bastard up front destroyed that notion. It led the enormous horde like the lead goose in a migrating vee.

			Up on the ridge, Shaw launched the Flyswatter into motion and charged toward the largely unguarded spire. Rin saw him on the vidscreen, grinning like he had his hand up his prom date’s skirt.

			“Something’s wrong! Look at the scarred one!” yelled Champlain. Rin looked back. It had suddenly looped to a higher altitude and turned, the whole horde wheeling after it like a column of smoke whirling up a chimney.

			“They’re not following us,” muttered Rin. “Shaw! They’ve stopped following us!”

			Champlain gasped. “He’s not going to have time to plant the explosive. Look! They’re going to beat him back to the spire!”

			Rin heard Shaw begin to curse as the horde returned to the spire. The mutalisks reached it before the Flyswatter could, and they burst out of their stacked formation into a hovering cloud of terror.

			Rin watched as Shaw had to pull a full reverse, slinging inaccurate missiles back at the few mutas that gave chase.

			Well, thought Rin, that sucked.

			That night they made camp in a small cave mouth a klick away from Anvil Rock. Rin checked her gear, lingering for a moment on the AGG-12 grenade launcher in the trunk of the LAV. Also Dad’s, like all my guns, thought Rin. She had brought it on a whim. Damn thing only has one grenade left in it. But when else was she gonna get to use it?

			She took a vac flask of rich skalet minestrone that Rita and Jasper had made and warmed it on the ancient military-issued coil heater Shaw kept in the Flyswatter. While the soup bubbled, they gathered around the dim glow, warming frosty fingers.

			Shaw had been silent since his plan had failed, and he was silent now, staring into the middle distance.

			When the soup was done, they simply sat. After a few moments, Champlain said to himself, “Hang on . . .” and went rooting into his tool bag. After a bit of rummaging he retrieved a flask, unscrewed the cap, and took a small swig.

			“Took a sabbatical on Shiloh . . . It’s supposed to be the best in the sector—whiskey, I mean.”

			He held it out to Rin, who smiled inwardly, accepted it, and tipped a dram into her mouth. The smooth, hot burn of the Shiloh whiskey hit her tongue and radiated into her frame, cutting the nighttime desert chill. Rin looked at Shaw and offered the booze.

			Shaw considered the flask for a moment and seemed to make a small decision. He reached out, took the whiskey, gave the bouquet an appreciative sniff, and sipped.

			“You did fine out there today, the both of you. Something spooked ’em, and that ain’t your fault. Don’t always know what will make them go.” He took another swallow and passed the flask back to Champlain. Then he spoke: “Mutas are born to frenzy. Frenzy for food, frenzy to spread. Frenzy for blood. A mutalisk can smell a single drop of blood on the wind two klicks away.”

			Rin took the flask as Champlain passed it, but she didn’t drink. The light of the coil burned in Shaw’s eyes, burned deep. Like it lives inside him.

			“In a way, the frenzying makes them like us. Gotta . . . take advantage of what they want. Show it to ’em. Let ’em smell it. That’s what makes ’em knot up on each other, crazy and single-minded like that. That’s when you wipe ’em out.”

			Rin sipped the whiskey and felt an involuntary shiver travel up her spine. Champlain had trouble clearing his throat. “Ha— How did you learn so much about them? Not, ah, not everybody knows about the Higgs-Davis paroxysm behavioral model . . . A handful of my colleagues, maybe, and . . . servicemen . . . the ones who . . . you know . . .”

			Shaw was quiet a moment as he accepted the flask.

			“When the curtain was falling on Mar Sara, when it had gotten bad—with the protoss hanging over the lump of glass that used to be Chau Sara and turning their heads toward her sister—an attempt was made to evacuate the planet. You’ve both read about it and seen the holovids and all that.”

			Now he drank, not a tentative sip but a deep pull.

			“I was CSM aboard the Hoosier, a battlecruiser of some twelve hundred men. We were scrambled overnight to aid the evac effort, no time to properly supply, no time to reload the armory—just into the big tin can with a prayer on our lips.”

			“You were on the Hoosier?” squeaked Champlain before Rin could jab him with her elbow.

			“We dusted off with four thousand colonists, making like hell for the evac point, half expecting protoss ion cannons to lance through us at any moment. But we didn’t know much about the zerg in them days, didn’t know that they came in such variety, didn’t know that some of ’em could fly in space as easy as in atmo.”

			The desert silence had grown thick. Rin was aware of Shaw’s breathing and Champlain’s and her own, and it seemed a wet, loud, unnatural sound here, where stillness was called for.

			“Five thousand souls lifted off of Mar Sara that day. Five thousand cried out as we hit that cloud of mutas.”

			He paused for a deep, rattling breath, and Rin was reminded again of her dad’s old chain saw sputtering, bound deep in the brush, and running out of fuel.

			“Sixty-three of us got picked up in that jump-pod four days later.”

			“The lucky sixty-three,” added Champlain, nodding gravely.

			“Lucky.” Shaw laughed, a mirthless sound. “Lucky.”

			Rin dreamed of Jasper screaming. She ran and ran and hunted, trying to find him. The screaming! The screaming—

			The screaming was real, only it wasn’t—it wasn’t Jasper . . .

			Rin’s eyes shot open, and she saw the wings in the dawn sky, beating, beating, and coming fast. She leapt for her dad’s AGR-14, saw Shaw scramble toward the helm of the Flyswatter, saw Champlain standing with his mouth hanging open.

			“Get in!” she barked, grabbing his jacket and yanking him into the LAV harder than was necessary, whirling to dump a clip into the first muta to swoop within range, praying as she heard Shaw’s chainguns spin up.

			The attack had been thirteen mutas, and they were lucky it hadn’t been more. Rin scowled as she thought about what even one of these things could do, set loose in her town.

			They’d carved the first nine out of the sky easily enough, and the next two had fallen to laser fire, but they had been too close for a missile strike, and the final two had made contact with the Flyswatter. Before Shaw had been able to knock them clear and riddle them with shot, both missile racks had been ripped to bits.

			That brought the argument.

			“They were hunting us, Shaw! They were hunting us!” Rin was packing her gear into the LAV as fast as she could. They’d been foolish to try this. The best I can do now is hightail it back to town and start an evac, get people safe, she thought. Then, if I’m goddamn lucky, having ten thousand refugees show up on his doorstep will get Strong’s ass in gear.

			“Mutas hunt! It’s what they do!” snarled Shaw, stripping the last of a ruined missile rack off the Flyswatter.

			“In packs of two or five or six! You killed them yesterday!” shouted Rin. “They are hunting us specifically, and we are going back to town to get my people safe!”

			“I thought I told you to stick to what you know, Marshal!” Shaw growled.

			“What I know is that I’m not gonna roll the dice on the lives of my people just so you can tromp around out here, playing soldier, until one of those things gets close enough to polish us off! We’re heading back—”

			Shaw shot her drive belt. One minute Rin was packing a functioning LAV, a vehicle she’d babied and rebuilt and loved, on which she was depending to get home and save Rita and Jasper and Doc Beele and all the rest, and the next she was loading her possessions into a useless hull. Shaw had taken his goddamn crotch laser and blasted her drive belt to hell.

			“You’re a maniac. You’re a fekkin’ maniac, and you’re gonna get us killed!” sputtered Rin.

			“The only things getting killed today are those bugs! I’ve blown a hundred spires to high heaven, and I’ll blow a hundred more, and when we’re watching that ugly lump of mucus boil into the ground, you will thank me, missy, for having guts where you’ve got empty air. Now climb in . . . I’ll tow ya.”

			And that was how Rin found herself on the ridge, watching Shaw mount another sneak attack. He’d dragged the LAV to the ridge top and butted it up against some sheltering rocks beside a steep arroyo. Rin had gone along because the desert was three days on foot and there wasn’t a way to carry enough water in her pack . . . and what the hell else was she supposed to do?

			Champlain had said nothing since the morning attack, and he said nothing now, sitting on the hood and chewing his nails as down in the valley Shaw released his decoy—a cheap little robotic glider with a whopper of a noisemaker attached.

			Rin barely had time to think. Decoys. The bastard had decoys, and he let us kite the horde yesterday anyway, and then the whole thing went south.

			The horde took off after the decoy and chased it for a moment, but as soon as Shaw started toward the spire, the cloud broke into three clean segments and struck.

			It’s a pincer attack. They’ve got him in a goddamn pincer! thought Rin, and she heard Champlain gasp.

			Shaw opened up with everything. The chainguns pounded and the burst laser cut dozens of mutas from the sky, but for every one that fell, a dozen more screeched toward him.

			“They’re gonna kill him!” hollered Champlain. “We have to—we have to do something! My device—”

			He dug into his gear, rooting out the awkward beachball-sized gadget. “Please, help me—” stammered Champlain as the horde smashed down onto the staggering goliath below faster than Shaw could scrape the mutas off.

			Aw, hell, thought Rin, and grabbed the AGR-14.

			They ran along the ridge beside the arroyo, Champlain fiddling with his pheromone bomb. To Rin’s dismay it began to emit a high whining noise.

			Instantly a clutch of three mutalisks leapt into the air and streaked toward them.

			Rin began to fire. She tore through the wings of one muta and watched it crater in a gout of spraying acid, but the others were quickly on top of them.

			Glave wurms started pelting the ground ahead of Rin. She fired, and they writhed and burst like popcorn in the pan. She felt the acid splatter the last three fingers of her left hand, and then excruciating pain as her flesh began to cook and slough off.

			“I almost have—!” shouted Champlain, and then a muta swooped.

			Rin felt as if time slowed as Champlain lurched back, tried to avoid the grasping ovipositor. She watched with startling awareness as his foot caught on the protruding rock, watched his center of balance shift, watched him hang impossibly in the air . . .

			. . . and then he vanished into the arroyo.

			Rin screamed and depressed the trigger and felt hot hate well up in her chest for these things, these horrendous things that shouldn’t exist!

			It felt good to watch the nearer muta explode as spikes riddled its carapace, good to hear the other one squeal as the spray caught it full in the face and it too dropped like a stone.

			Rin could hear Shaw cursing on the distant LAV vidscreen as she rushed to the edge of the arroyo.

			“Champlain!” she hissed. “Champlain! Brad!” Down below his body lay in an unnatural tumble, motionless. No way to know, thought Rin. No way to know if he’s gone.

			She sat back against a boulder and bit down on the urge to scream, cry, something. In the valley below, the Flyswatter was bristling, horribly bristling, with those spiked wings. Shaw fought and fought and staggered under the growing weight, the loathsome acidic busting of mutalisk after mutalisk now breaching the helm, breaching the cradle armor and scalding him within.

			Rin knew he was finished. The sheer number of mutalisks was too many, too many for any of them. She saw Scar circling in the air above the grinding, desperate, declining goliath with the tragic trapped man inside. When did I name it? she wondered idly. And, dear God, is Champlain’s stupid canny big fish mutalisk going to kill us all?

			Scar dove. The other mutas spread like ripples in a pond. Rin saw Scar sink its jaws into the disintegrating armor plate and tear it free. She saw Shaw exposed to the nightmare of his life. She saw Scar roar its banshee call in Shaw’s face, “Tekeli-li!” and felt the tremor run down her spine as Shaw sat forward in the cradle that would be his grave and roared back at the top of his lungs, a primal scream of rage at his tormentor.

			It was courageous, and Rin felt a terrible pang of sympathy and affection swell unbidden within her for this dreadful, mad warrior who’d doomed them all, and it was at that moment of keen kinship that Scar plunged a vicious barb into Shaw’s chest. She heard the faint impact, heard Shaw’s cry end with a wet, sucking yelp, and knew that the mutas were now frenzying over a cooling corpse and not a man.

			She was stuck. My only way out is that goliath. But it’s prickling with mutas. Even if I did get them off it, the thing’s so badly crippled that they’d be on me before I got ten steps.

			The searing hurt in her hand was getting worse. Rin hazarded a glance at it and dry heaved, fought the urge to be sick, bit her lip at the pain.

			As she waited for the wave of nausea to pass, Rin stared at the hated spire, at Anvil Rock thrusting up behind it, at the writhing feast that had once been Shaw.

			Mutalisk blood becomes highly corrosive when exposed to atmo, echoed in her brain. Gotta take advantage of what they want, said Shaw’s voice at the campfire. A mutalisk can smell a single drop of blood on the wind two klicks away.

			Rin imagined quitting. She imagined her poor foolish resort town abandoned. She imagined Rita and Jasper alone when the horde ran out of range boars and game bats and turned west . . .

			She had only one option, and it was no option at all, really, but the alternative made it the only one worth considering.

			Painfully, Rin staggered back to the LAV and dug in her kit bag for the laser knife she’d borrowed off Doc Beele. She risked another look at her left hand and saw that the pinky, ring, and middle fingers were little more than a bubbling mass of waste. Rin wedged the strap of her kit bag between her teeth and aimed the knife at her ruined fingers.

			Fast, she thought, like a bandage. She dug her teeth deeper into the leather of the strap, felt a rivulet of sweat trickle down her neck. One . . . two . . .

			With a slash and a whiff of carbon, Rin briskly sliced off her own fingers at the base.

			The pain lanced through her as if she’d plunged the knife into her gut, and her vision was bathed in maddening dots. I will not pass out, she told herself firmly, and she bit the strap nearly through while the world swam back into focus.

			She opened the trunk of the LAV and dug out her dad’s old AGG-12 grenade launcher. She thought about the one Punisher grenade nestled inside it, enough to take out five, maybe six, mutas in a tight grouping on a good day. Even winnowed down, the horde’s sixty-five if it’s one.

			The grenade was twenty years old, and she hoped to God the launcher would still fire. Why was buying fresh grenades never a high priority for me? There were at least ten reams of unused QSD letterhead in her office that could so easily have been an additional grenade. Just a different order form, really, she thought.

			That’s no good. Getting punchy. Gotta focus. Gotta focus and start walking.

			Slowly and quietly, Rin began to creep a wide circle around the spire, the fallen goliath, and the Anvil. She felt the sweat evaporate off her neck, felt her unprotected skin begin to sizzle as the sun climbed.

			Finally, finally, she reached the backside of the Anvil.

			It wasn’t until she got to the base of the thing that she realized how goddamn massive it was. Scale that makes you feel tiny. Scale that makes you dizzy when you look up, even if you aren’t fresh off a self-administered amputation. The scale reminded Rin sickeningly of the canyon cliffs near town.

			I cannot climb this rock, she thought. And then she thought of Jasper and Rita, and wedged her maimed hand into the first crevice.

			The sun poured down on her back as she inched, terrified, up the sheer line of the mesa. I’m toting a weapon sized for a guy half again my size, and I’m missing three of my best fingers, she thought. Perfect for a beginner.

			But she climbed.

			The clacking and snicking of the mutalisks tearing at Shaw’s corpse began to slow. Please, boys, please use the whole buffalo. I really do not want to be caught clinging to the side of this bastard rock like a grape on the vine.

			Halfway up, the ground began to swim sickeningly below. Rin felt the bile rising. No point fighting it. She vomited. She knew she was dizzy, dehydrated now, dying in the sun.

			But she climbed.

			Finally Rin’s hand slapped down on the flat, oven-hot stone of the top. Dear God, yes! Soon her other hand joined it. Pull. Pull! Up and over, please! And suddenly she wasn’t climbing anymore.

			Rin scooted along, belly down, reluctant to stand, petrified of seeing the horizon. She crawled to the edge of the Anvil—don’t look down!—and drew a careful bead with the AGG-12: Anvil to spire, spire to goliath and whatever gooey bones are left in there. Don’t think about it!

			One chance. Don’t blow it.

			Fighting another wave of nausea, Rin pressed the wound of her finger stumps between her teeth and bit down.

			A fresh lance of pain, vision doing the conga. Don’t you dare black out! she barked at herself. A big squirt of blood, her own blood, burst into her mouth . . .

			Choking, gasping, caught between laughing and crying, Rin rolled her head off the edge . . .

			. . . and spat a mist of gore into the wind.

			The reaction was shocking, a hundred leathery wings ripping the air with a sound like a maglev passing. The horde formed up around Scar and made a beeline for Rin. She clutched the launcher close . . .

			Not yet . . .

			The borrowed mantis screamer screech of the things tugged at Rin’s guts, fifty strong and directed at her now. “Tekeli-li! Tekeli-liiii!” Every nerve ending seemed to beg for her to run.

			Not yet!

			They were closing the distance! Halfway! Half that again! The swirling cloud of wings was resolving now to a single purpose, for a single target, the great mass of zerg flesh flowing as a single undulating creature . . .

			The mutas had stacked. Stacked into one ugly inkblot in the sky. And as Rin stared into the bulk, one nasty creature pulled to the front of the column—a creature with scars webbing its maw!

			Rin took a deep breath, dropped her front sight, and fired her one grenade.

			Low.

			Too low to hit the bastard.

			Too low to even nick the horde . . .

			. . . but just right to sail—pirouette, really—in a graceful parabola . . .

			. . . right into the hole in the top of the spire, which the horde was stacked above.

			In a split second the entire mass vanished in a gout of corrosive slime from the exploding spire and the sleeping mutas within. Rin heard their cries rattle with death, saw carapaces and wings boiling away in a midair storm of toxic entrails. She smelled the suckers dying.

			Nothing kills a stack like splash damage.

			The climb down was a blur of skidding and scrambling. The spire side of the Anvil was less steep, but Rin was fading by then, and seeing things she knew could not be there.

			She fell the last few meters to level ground—

			—and darkness took her.

			Rin awoke to the ka-chunk! ka-chunk! of a limping goliath.

			Where? she wondered unhurriedly as the world strolled into focus.

			As consciousness solidified, Rin realized she was jostling along in the lab pod on the barely chugging Flyswatter. She felt a slight pain in her forearm and looked down to find an IV drip of fluids pouring life back into her.

			“Shaw?” she muttered dully, trying to fit the pieces together.

			“Marshal Shearon! You’re awake!” The voice was sure as hell not Shaw’s. Champlain was alive, and he was driving the goliath.

			His arm was in a sling, and he had to wrestle one-handed with the unfamiliar controls. Even so, when he struggled his head around to look at Rin, he was beaming with pride.

			Rin sat farther up and saw the front half of Scar roped to the chassis. The monster’s entrails were smoking gently, but the thorax was intact.

			“You got your prize. You got your big fish!”

			Brad turned and smiled back at her, and pushed his broken glasses up his nose.

			“Yup.”

			Rin laughed a deep, burbling mountain river of a laugh that surged up out of her, as if her body needed a biological way to say, I’m alive!

			And Brad began to laugh too.

			And pretty soon the Flyswatter was weaving like a drunken man as Brad chortled and held his sides, and they laughed together.

			As self-control started to reassert itself, Brad snorted, “I came to when you blew the spire up. Or, rather, when you made the big loud noise. I didn’t know what it was till I climbed out of that gully. Not so easy with a fractured ulna, but I made it. And there the two of you were, the marshal and the mutalisk, just lying there.”

			“Well, Brad Champlain.” Rin grinned. “My hero.”

			She looked back at the smoking carcass and sighed.

			“I reckon the SRO put their money on the right scientist. I mean, shit, they get their goody, and all it cost me was a few fingers.”

			Champlain brought the goliath to a halt, looked back, and shrugged.

			“I don’t know. Maybe they should sweat about it a little. Maybe they ought to have to pay for it with something. Something like, say . . . a pair of Longbolt missile defense turrets?”

			Rin looked ahead at the expression of impish delight on Champlain’s face and grinned again.

			“Whatever you say, Professor. You’re the expert.”

			And they began the journey home.

		

	
		
			Week 5

			@Adjutant3327: @JakeJRamsey Welcome to Project Blackstone, Dr. Ramsey. Your security clearance has been set to access level Beta.

			@JakeJRamsey: @Adjutant3327 Back in the loving arms of the Dominion.

			@JakeJRamsey: @Adjutant3327 Where’s the nearest medkit? My head feels like it’s about to split apart.

			@Adjutant3327: @JakeJRamsey Medkits are located in the dispensary adjacent to the mess hall. Do you require more intensive care?

			@JakeJRamsey: @Adjutant3327 No thanks. Just a headache. Side effect from the sedative my gracious hosts used on me during the trip.

			Chat Log 41.97.0052 between T. Ayers and J. Ramsey

			21:34:00 Blackstone Standard Time

			T. Ayers: Listen, Dr. Ramsey: I’m not sure why you’re even here, but shouting at Branamoor in the middle of a staff meeting is a good way to get yourself pushed out of an airlock.

			J. Ramsey: Branamoor? You think I’m scared of that little tin-plated dictator? I had the entire Dominion nipping at my heels for years, Doc. Mengsk himself had me

			J. Ramsey: Never mind. I don’t want to get into

			J. Ramsey: I’m not going to sit here quietly while these sadistic excuses for “experiments” are going on.

			T. Ayers: Listen, I know that dissection is not a part of your archaeological toolset, but it’s pretty standard fare in the biological sciences. We need to analyze these xenos if we are to truly understand how they function. Imagine—I don’t know—imagine trying to figure out the purpose of an ancient building without going inside it.

			J. Ramsey: Xenos? They’re called protoss, Dr. Ayers. They’re a people just as complex and unique as humanity. They fear, they hurt, and they despair. And right now one of your cronies is literally skinning them alive.

			T. Ayers: Wait, what? Dr. Held is experimenting on living protoss? I don’t

			T. Ayers: Vivisection is not

			T. Ayers: I knew that we’d be working on live subjects eventually, but I always assumed they would be zerg. You’re sure?

			J. Ramsey: You can’t hear the screaming?

			T. Ayers: Dr. Ramsey. Protoss cannot scream.

			J. Ramsey: Yes, they can. How can you not hear the

			J. Ramsey: It doesn’t matter. You know I’m telling the truth. And you condone this sort of thing. How can you support the torture of sentient beings?

			T. Ayers: Well, maybe this is not the ideal option, but damn it, Ramsey, the protoss are an enemy to mankind! I don’t know what Held is doing with them exactly, but I’m sure he wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t important. Sometimes you have to make hard choices for the greater good.

			J. Ramsey: You sound like a Dominion propaganda piece. The protoss were never the enemy. We only did what was necessary.

			T. Ayers: We?

			J. Ramsey: They. I meant “they.” I’m just

			J. Ramsey: If you haven’t figured it out by now, I’m not here because of my scholarly background . . . although God knows you microscope jockeys could use some archaeological perspective. I’m here because I’ve shared

			J. Ramsey: I guess you could say I’ve had a unique affinity for their race.

			T. Ayers: A “unique affinity” for the race that incinerated Chau Sara without even saying hello? Hundreds of thousands of innocent colonists, burned alive. No warning, no explanation. Hell, at least I can understand the zerg; hungry animals aren’t that hard to figure out. But the protoss are just . . . alien, in the truest sense of the word. I don’t even want to ask what sharing any sort of “affinity” with them would do to a human mind. Pardon my bluntness, Dr. Ramsey, but I have to wonder whose side you’re really on here.

			J. Ramsey: Chau Sara was tragic, yes. But the zerg had taken root there. If the protoss hadn’t stepped in, those monsters would’ve consumed every living thing on that planet and then moved on to the next. The protoss took lives that were already lost. They offered a merciful, quick ending to those about to be eaten alive.

			T. Ayers: How sweet of them to offer a quick death by fire. What kind souls.

			J. Ramsey: How many lives were saved by their intervention, Doc? Here you talk about choosing sides; I could ask you the same question. Mengsk and his thugs have committed far worse atrocities than the protoss ever have. Is that the side you’re on?

			T. Ayers: I’m on the side of humanity, Dr. Ramsey. Maybe we don’t have the rosiest history, but we are trying to survive out here. This corner of space is dangerous, in case you haven’t noticed. Two powerful alien races set on wiping us out—all of us. I promise you, they won’t stop with the Koprulu sector. Neither the zerg nor your saintly protoss like to leave a job unfinished, and we both know that Earth is in their long-term plans.

			J. Ramsey: Long-term plans? Long-term?

			J. Ramsey: You have no idea what that means.

			T. Ayers: Very spooky, Dr. Ramsey. I want to be clear: I’m not some naïve patriot with blinders on. I know what Mengsk is, and I know what he has done. But humanity needs a strong leader at the helm. How else are we to survive against these monsters?

			J. Ramsey: I know monsters. I know them well. I wish I could explain it to you, I really do, but you wouldn’t understand. You will someday, Doc. Working at this place, behind closed doors, you’ll see.

			J. Ramsey: Just keep your eyes open.

		

	
		
			Cold Symmetry

			By Cameron Dayton

			Why did I have you come to meet me beneath the full moon, young one?

			I do not know, Master. Is it because of the light? Saalok is bright tonight.

			You approach the answer, Teredal. The full moon, it echoes the symbol of our order. The Zealous Round is a sign of purity, of focus, and of thought. We trace its form on our hearts when we take our vows.

			I did not know that was because of the moon.

			Even the smallest measure of an arc fulfills the greater circumference, and there is much you have to learn. But for now, all you must know is that Saalok is sacred to the zealot order. Since time before time, the guardians of Aiur have built their lives around the discipline the moon teaches.

			Teaches? But . . . it is just a moon.

			Young one, did you know that the moon of Aiur is a rarity among the stars?

			Forgive me, Master. How is that possible? The protoss have been to many worlds and have seen so very many moons. Some that are larger, or brighter, or more—

			Rarity does not always come from having more or less of a thing, Teredal. Sometimes rarity is found in completeness. In wholeness. Saalok is rare in her perfection. She is an almost mathematically perfect sphere, and that is something unheard of in all of the cosmos. It is no mistake that such a moon was placed in the skies above our world. It is no mistake that our people have looked to its purity for guidance and clarity throughout the darkest ages of history.

			You say that it was placed. By whom?

			There are some questions that have no answer, and some questions which will be answered in the fullness of time. But purity, light, and order are the fruits of intelligence, Teredal. Intelligence calms the bestial roar of chaos. Intelligence channels noise into harmony.

			This is at the center of everything we hold sacred, and has been at the core of all your lessons—from the mental focus required to ignite your psi blade, to the crystalline thought you have woven into this consecrated armor.

			Now, do you think that I called you here just to chat about the moon?

			I . . . No, Master. I do not. I had hoped you wished to begin my initiation.

			You approach the answer, Teredal. Come, stand before me. It is time for you to take the first vows of our order.

			• • •

			It was an ambush, and it was a bloody one.

			An ambush? snarled Zeranek, his blades flashing. I thought these zerg were feral.

			The hydralisk reeled back with a screech and redoubled its attack. It struck, long claws tearing with savage precision. In a flicker of ghostlight, the zealot’s shield blunted the onslaught and then was depleted.

			Even dumb animals hunt by surprise, shot Kehdana.

			She slid past the hydralisk, ducked under its claws, and spun her poleax in a bright arc, a lethal curve of psionic energy. The hydralisk fell in pieces.

			Kehdana’s telepathic voice was steady in the midst of battle. Focus, zealot. We are outnumbered.

			The warning came too late for Zeranek. Two zerglings sprang through the opening left by the hydralisk, knocking the soldier to the ground. His psychic cry was a growl of rage and pain; losing your feet among these beasts meant death. Kehdana wheeled in a dark blur of motion—the shadowy dance of the Nerazim—and her stroke cut through both the zerglings and Zeranek. His cry went silent.

			Teredal noted the cold mercy, nodding as he stepped away from the dead hydralisk at his own feet. He then leapt and drove his blades into another of the creatures, which had foolishly turned its back on him in order to finish off a dark templar. The hydralisk fell, almost crushing its victim, and Teredal had to push the zerg aside. The bleeding Nerazim—Teredal remembered his name as Kherenoss—reached up to thank Teredal, trembling in pain. Teredal tried to lift him, then saw that Kherenoss had been separated from his legs. It was too late. The dark templar trembled once more and went still.

			Dead. There is no escape from death on this mission, no quick journey home.

			Shrouded in the temporary cover of Kherenoss’s fading cloak, the scarred veteran surveyed the battle with his one eye. Of the dozen warriors who had touched down on Saalok at dawn, only three remained. It had happened so fast.

			The stalkers had fallen first, crumbling under a storm of hydralisk spines. The dark templar had swiftly moved to aid their cybernetic brethren, leaping in front of them to intercept the next salvo of spines with whirling warp blades. It was too late to save the stalkers, their spidery, silver forms splayed across the sand in broken angles, but it was not too late to wreak vengeance on the zerg responsible for their deaths. Teredal could see that two of the cloaked warriors still fought, blurs of umbral motion gilded with streaks of alien blood against the pale sand. Dark templar were nightmarish in melee combat, feared throughout the sector for their lethal stealth. But stealth was no ally in an ambush. Each was ringed by the bodies of zerg, both living and dead. Each was about to be overwhelmed.

			The zealots had stormed into the fray without pause, grim combatants who knew they were outnumbered. A zealot did not hide in shadows, did not strike unseen like the Nerazim. A zealot led the charge and drew first blood. So it had been on countless battlefields on countless worlds. The zealots in Teredal’s aexilium were no different: they had closed the distance with blades drawn, running the zerg down in a rush of wordless fury. A sudden mist of black blood and severed limbs. The zealots’ advance had blunted the ambush, boiled against the enemy, and almost turned it back. Almost.

			But a second wave of zerg had arrived in the bowels of an overlord, dropping to the ground in a splash of chittering bile. Their counterattack was relentless: pouncing, crawling, slithering over their dead kin, and the zealots had been swept under, drowned in claws. Each of them had fallen, buried in the twitching corpses of zerg.

			Each of them but Teredal, the last zealot standing of the six who had disembarked, a team of seasoned warriors selected by the council for their experience against the zerg. They were to provide support, a pair of them to accompany each dark templar/stalker team as they scouted out zerg strongholds hidden within the chalky arroyos of Saalok. This mission was supposed to have been one of infiltration, marking priority fortifications for later strikes. With the warp stones removed from the aexilium’s armor, death here would be final. There was not supposed to be bloodshed.

			Teredal shook his head.

			And there would have been none if we had come in a cloaked vessel. But why hide your ships from a mindless enemy? Animals cannot track orbital insertion, cannot tell the difference between a star and a shuttle . . .

			The mission had failed. Now Teredal stood against a score of hydralisks and zerglings with the two—no, the one—dark templar who still lived: Kehdana. She was surrounded, fending off a storm of scythe-claws in a dizzying ballet of blades, psionic fire, and blood. Teredal could tell that it was her final surge of effort, and he sprung from behind Kherenoss’s body in an attempt to draw attention away from the fading warrior.

			It worked: three hydralisks turned to pursue. A pair of zerglings bounded after them with hungry screeches.

			Teredal heard the whistle of hydralisk spines, spun on his heels to dodge a volley that tore past. He continued the momentum of his spin to meet the descending claws of a zergling, the pion-fire energy of his wrist weapon slicing through its talons with arrogant precision.

			Driven by fury, heedless of the pain, the zergling leapt through the spray of its own blood, determined to eat, to kill. The reaction was instinctive, one that Teredal had learned to trigger. Long years battling these beasts had honed a reflexive order of parry-riposte into his muscles. With practiced grace, he bent low and allowed the arc of the monster’s trajectory to carry it headlong through his raised blade. Two twitching halves of a zergling tumbled into the pale lunar dust behind him.

			Death cries echoed through Teredal’s mind as the psychic fabric stormed and snapped with the grim arias of his comrade zealots. The Khala connected the protoss in thought and passions, and Teredal felt the deaths of his aexilium in cold, stabbing sorrow.

			Stay low, he sent. Stay low and stay in motion.

			They have teeth both high and low, responded Kehdana, the dark templar’s mental voice strained with effort. And they are too ma—

			Her words were cut to silence, and Teredal turned to see her fall beneath a trio of zerglings. More spines ripped through the air, and Teredal raised his gauntlets over his face as he dove. He felt a sharp impact against his armor, heard the cry of torn metal as he hit the ground. Rolling to his feet, Teredal saw two more hydralisks move into firing range. One shook the dust from its head, a ghostly cloud drifting slowly around the creature’s spiked carapace.

			Teredal knew that he could not stand against another barrage, that the empty ripples in the Khala meant he stood alone against the remaining zerg. A quick downward glance while he pivoted in concert with the circling monsters showed his right gauntlet destroyed; only one psi blade now functioned. His shield batteries were spent. The lead hydralisk hissed and arched backward, retracting the covers from its spine ejectors. More dust drifted from its shoulders.

			The dust—these zerg just emerged from burrows.

			The realization drove Teredal forward. He took three running steps and then leapt toward the hydralisk, tucking into a ball as spines whistled underneath him. The beast, surprised by Teredal’s move, ducked low and slithered to the side. Teredal landed and, instead of turning to confront the hydralisk, sheathed his blade and dove into the dark hole behind the creature. Into its burrow. The only place where he could escape the crossfire and force his enemy into close combat. Tight quarters—where a zealot was most deadly, most sure.

			Teredal crouched low in the blackness. The tunnel was occupied; dry shell-sounds of digging stopped abruptly as he spun around. The scrabbling noises were familiar to Teredal—signs of a zerg roach, the burrowing frontispiece of the chitinous army. Teredal reignited his single functioning psi blade, painting the darkness with tongues of blue light. Squatting an arm’s length in front of him was the roach. Cold, empty eyes. Toothy maw. Jagged mouthpieces flayed open in animal rage. The roach filled the tunnel, thick claws poised to strike; its hiss became a roar, shaking pebbles from the curved walls.

			Teredal buried his blade into its center eye, leaning sideways to dodge the claws as they flailed against the tunnel floor in death throes. The roar trailed off into a bubbling sigh, and the roach trembled, then went still.

			More sounds behind Teredal: the dry slithering of the hydralisk as it wormed back into the burrow it had emerged from. Its head and shoulders were already protruding into the chamber. Teredal turned and grabbed the ridge of the hydralisk’s chest plastron with his free hand, hauling it down into the hole and slamming the creature’s head into the hard-packed gravel wall of the tunnel. He wrenched his blade from the roach and drove it in the hydralisk’s neck, pinning it to the floor. The creature’s heavy serpentine body thrashed against the rough walls and clouded the air with dust. Teredal twisted his blade, severing its head. The hydralisk’s thrashing only increased, pulling the tunnel down in a shower of crumbling rock and sand as the zealot leapt backward. With the entry hole destroyed, Teredal extinguished his blade and was swallowed in darkness.

			Teredal held himself motionless; perhaps the zerg would think him lost in the cave-in. The zerg species he had witnessed in the ambush were not creatures of extraordinary sensitivity—or intellect—when left to their own devices. The zealot’s survival now depended on their interest waning, their attention focused elsewhere. Sounds of rustling, a high-pitched growl as a zergling snapped at its pack mate, and then the noise gradually became fainter. The zerg were moving on. Teredal stood in the darkness.

			Now to see if—wait!

			There was something up there. A hydralisk. The zealot could hear its tail sliding against the rock overhead.

			Odd that one would remain. The feral zerg do not leave scouts behind.

			The creature was moving slowly. It was . . . feeding. Teredal felt the word pierce his mind like an icicle. The hydralisk was feeding on protoss warriors, champions of his people and noble guardians of Aiur’s lost children. As he had done countless times before, Teredal reined the boiling anger that threatened to overwhelm him. As he had done countless times before, he channeled it into a cold, focused rage, a sharp blade bent toward duty.

			He crouched low and took measure of the situation. Zerg fed only when they were far from creep, the nourishing bio-terrain that carpeted the ground surrounding a hive. This meant that the zerg encampment was distant, possibly a several rotations’ journey. It was conceivable that this ambush had been devised by an isolated group that would either return to the hive after victory or continue traveling along some sort of patrol. Regardless, if Teredal just stayed silent, the remaining hydralisk would move on. With only one functioning blade and the shield batteries in his armor empty, he knew it would be the safest decision. Maybe he could emerge from the tunnel after the creature had left and try to complete the mission. That would be the wisest course of action.

			But it would be futile.

			The mission had been constructed around the idea of a mindless population of feral zerg inhabiting Saalok. Hives of animals—dangerous animals—that could be scouted out, mapped, and then swept clean from the moon by the fleet parked in extrasolar orbit. It was a costly fleet, one composed of light transport shuttles loaded with hive-scouring reavers. The force poised to drop down on Saalok was perfectly honed to destroy an infestation: reavers bearing explosive scarabs, automatons programmed to crawl toward marked enemy units and installations, then explode. Reavers were highly effective against ground forces, and orbit intel had made it clear that the feral zerg on Saalok were almost entirely land-bound zerglings, hydralisks, and roaches; the few overlords floating above this rabble were hardly considered a threat. The reavers would arrive with minimal air support . . . and they would be torn to shreds by a tactically sound adversary. An adversary prepared for their arrival and armed with mutalisks, the winged aerial beasts that the Saalok hives were most certainly spawning now that they knew of the protoss’ presence. Or perhaps had already spawned, an armada hidden in the deep lunar canyons that wormed through the moon. It was a deviously irresistible lure, and the executor had not seen through the guise.

			Teredal felt the doom of his people like a shadow over his head, thunderclouds gathering beyond his reach. Even a light force of mutalisks would tear through an army of land-bound reavers. The fleet was set to land by the next lunar rotation—dawn, from Teredal’s location. This would be catastrophic.

			Regardless, I am no use in this condition.

			In the claustrophobic dark of the tunnel, ringed by dead zerg, Teredal set to work removing the broken armor from his right arm. The creature feeding overhead was making too much noise to hear him, and the zealot was worried about the wound he had taken. He could tell that his gauntlet was a ruin of bent metal. Not one, but two hydralisk quills had struck the ceramic bonding spine that ran along his forearm. It was a wonder that he could still feel his fingers. Teredal flexed his hand, felt warm blood dripping from his elbow.

			This will require some light.

			Teredal ignited the tip of his remaining psi blade, holding the blue light above his arm. Yes, the gauntlet had blocked the monstrous spines . . . and cut his arm as it twisted under the force of impact. The bleeding was minimal due to the compression provided by the intelligent servos in his armor, but his arm was bleeding nonetheless. He had to fix the wound.

			The zealot lifted his blade, casting his gaze around the tunnel. Behind him, the passage turned slightly before ending in the crumpled form of the dead roach. In front of him, a slope of fallen rocks and the creature responsible for the cave-in. The decapitated hydralisk lay half buried under the stones that it had pulled down in its death throes. A layer of pale dust blanketed the monster. Scowling, Teredal crept over and pulled its severed head away from the body. More black fluid soaked the surrounding gravel. Teredal silently pushed some of the larger rocks aside and set to disemboweling the hydralisk. Its tendons would serve as bindings for his wound, would help staunch the flow of blood. He had used them during the Black Grass Raid on Tepperus, had saved the life of a praetor years ago. The zerg tendons would save his life now.

			While he worked, he considered what he had seen in the ambush. Were the zerg truly moving under the command of an intellect? Was he sure that this wasn’t his imagination? Teredal had to allow that a score of uncontrolled zerg could have ambushed his veteran party, even destroyed it under the right circumstances. Perhaps he was confusing bad luck with tactics. Five Aiur zealots, three stalkers, and three dark templar all dead by claw, spine, and fang in a matter of minutes. A barrage targeting the more mobile and well-armed stalkers first, followed by a rush of zerglings to confine the dark templar. And the overlord that had remained just out of range, the floating dropship of the zerg army, no more sapient than a zergling. But its presence had lent a skein of pack-animal cognizance and psychic sensitivity to the minions swarming below. Bad luck?

			No.

			An ambush too perfectly executed by creatures that should have been in a state of savagery.

			I know how feral zerg act. I have been scouring them from our worlds ever since they were set wild. These ones moved in concert. They were being controlled.

			It was not a question for Teredal. He had fought against the zerg when they had been under the command of their biological demigod, the Overmind. Teredal had adjusted to new alien tactics when the upstart human Kerrigan had taken control of the Swarm, and he remembered the sick aftertaste of youngling terran strategies woven through the old zerg patterns like mold on fossilized bone. More recently, Teredal had adapted to the madness of the zerg deprived of their bastard queen—a chaos of claws and hungry rage that made the previous engagements seem tame.

			Teredal knew the zerg and how they fought. He knew their instincts and he knew their weaknesses. The lessons had been earned with countless scars, a map of experience charted in jagged lines across his body. Even Teredal’s eye, lost during the Plaza Strike, had paid for a lesson in killing the mighty zerg ultralisk. Teredal considered it a worthwhile price for the wisdom received—wisdom, and an enormous monster cut into pieces across the holy prayer-tiles of Nelyth.

			These hard-earned lessons were why he had been selected. Why he had been ordered to escort Kehdana to a zone where the executor presumed zerg activity to be the hottest, to protect the dark templar while she set her beacons. Command knew that Teredal could lead Kehdana through the center of a hive if it was asked of him. Teredal knew zerg.

			And he knew that the executor was wrong. The zerg were being controlled. He could not say by whom or what. Not yet. The beasts’ formation in the ambush had felt different than Kerrigan’s maneuvering, but it was definitely familiar. A rougher version of the Overmind’s control—the same organic feel, but without the smooth, practiced grace that Teredal remembered from those earlier battles.

			Has a new cerebrate been spawned to take the fallen queen’s place?

			Regardless, this cast a heavy shadow over the current plan to retake Aiur. Teredal had to speak to the executor, had to halt the invasion at dawn. This was more than just a simple mission. The protoss were already fatally diminished, their numbers a fraction of the shining empire that had once stood proudly astride the stars of the Koprulu sector. This foray was their last gambit, an expensive all-or-nothing assault to gain a foothold on what had seemed to be an untended enemy stronghold.

			If Teredal did not warn the fleet, it would show its belly to an enemy poised to strike with speed and ferocity. The protoss needed to pull back, to reconvene the council and align their tactics against a thinking foe.

			Only he had no way to tell them. Teredal furrowed his brow, considered screaming his thoughts in the Khala as far as he could. But he knew it was no use. The fleet was deliberately distant. Deliberately beyond his range.

			This mission had been specified as a silent strike, a request from the Khala-free Nerazim in order to keep the feral zerg from homing in on the more powerful psionic waves the protoss required to communicate and to warp off-planet. Zerg, even in a bestial state, seemed to have the uncanny ability to sense stronger psychic emissions. Teredal wasn’t sure why. Perhaps the protoss wavelength resembled the Overmind’s frequencies? It was not a zealot’s job to puzzle out mysteries best left to the high templar. But he knew that the zerg were drawn to powerful psi-emissions like moths to a flame. In fact, some theorized that the creatures were more sensitive to psychic energy because they lacked the discipline or the biological ability to construct mental filters. These filters were necessary in an intelligent society that spoke telepathically; young protoss were taught how to dampen the often noisome thought-fabric at an early age. The zerg had no such need.

			So the shuttle that had dropped his team onto Saalok had been mute, an automated vehicle programmed to deliver its cargo and then return to the fleet stationed just outside of psychic range. The fleet would most likely see what had taken place here; visual-surveillance scanners aboard the capital ships would certainly be capable of observing the results of the ambush, since this hemisphere of the moon was currently facing the fleet. But Teredal knew that the attack would not concern the executor, at least not in a tactical sense. The plan, clearly expressed to him at the outset, would be to move ahead with the scouring of Saalok regardless of his team’s success. Too much had been invested into this engagement to pull out based on a fumbled first strike. If the aexilium’s failure to complete its mission meant that the subsequent strikes would move less efficiently, so be it; the reavers would simply be set on hunting patrols throughout the cavernous face of Saalok instead of targeted toward the beacons Kehdana and her dark templar were supposed to have placed.

			Teredal shook his head, tried to cast away the hopelessness threatening to overwhelm him. He took a step back from the wet lengths of tendon laid out across the tunnel floor. There was nothing he could do.

			Nothing.

			The zealot leaned back against the cool packed stones that made up the passage wall to consider his situation, attempted to bring greater focus to the problem. This was how he had lived for so long, survived so many battles when others had crumbled under fear and indecision.

			Young one, did you know that the moon of Aiur is a rarity among the stars?

			His master’s voice echoed in his head, not merely as memory but as the vibrant remnant of a soul woven through the Khala. It was a knowing that permeated the threads of the universe. Teredal was too far from his brethren to communicate with them in any deliberate manner, but he could sense their essences—living and dead—even across light-years. He could hear the voice and feel it in his bones. His reply was both a prayer and a whispered plea; he spoke to himself and the resonance of his master that existed inside him still.

			Master. I see the doom of our people, the beginning of the end. My weapons are damaged and I am alone. What can one old zealot do against the hives of Saalok?

			Then, thinking that his master would chastise him for sitting idle, Teredal bent over and began wrapping the tendons around his bleeding arm. The tough, moist flesh clung to his skin, and it stung where the alien tissue touched his open wound. Pulling the bindings tight, he tensed as pain ran up his shoulder. The pain was good; it would keep him focused. When the wound was wrapped, Teredal flexed his hand to make sure he still had a full range of motion. The bleeding had stopped.

			The zealot looked down and, in the flickering light of his psi blade, noticed that he had extra lengths of tendon left over. Hydralisk tendons were strong and practically impenetrable, but flexible as leather. The zerg’s frightening adaptability put their flesh and bone on par with any of the armor and weaponry forged by human or protoss. Teredal flexed his hand again, regarded the long hydralisk claws lying discarded in the blood-soaked dust.

			You approach the answer, Teredal.

			The hydralisk had almost eaten its fill, and it dropped the limb it had been gnawing on as the ground crumbled away behind it. Something was emerging from the burrows, something moving quickly.

			Spinning around with a screech, the creature was met with the fiery blue arc of a zealot’s blade. Pain! The weapon cut into the hydralisk’s shoulder, burning through flesh and bone. The hydralisk snapped down with its powerful jaws, wrenching the zealot’s one armored wrist between sharp teeth. Metal groaned. The zealot’s other arm had no fire and it smelled of blood. Prey! It was trapped and helpless! Raising long barbed claws to strike, the hydralisk drooled in anticipation. This meal would flail as it was eaten.

			Then the zealot looked up and sent sounds into the hydralisk’s mind. Word-sounds full of ancient rage that was primal and clear.

			Your meal is finished, monster. Now taste your own blood.

			He swung around with his other arm, driving another pair of long barbed claws into the hydralisk’s mouth.

			Standing in the cool dawn light, Teredal finished wiping the blood from the claws strapped to his wrist. It was a motion heavy with ritual from the distant past of his people, before civilization. Before technology that allowed thought to be focused into blades of pure energy. This simple action brought clarity and a sense of peace. Peace brought focus.

			Use this focus.

			The scarred zealot crouched and, with his finger, marked three dots in the sand. The three arms of the protoss fleet, waiting for signals from his fallen aexilium—signals that would never come. Under those three dots, he traced one long line, and then another. Two lines: one Saalok day and one night remaining until the fleet would launch its inevitably failed attack. A rotation on Saalok was short; the moon was not tidally locked to Aiur, and its full revolution took place in roughly half the duration of a day on Teredal’s homeworld. There was not much time.

			Next Teredal drew six slashes in a circle around his marks. The six beacons. Crystalline constructs carried by each zealot in the team, compact tools designed by Nerazim artisans to provide precision flares of psychic energy. These would have led the fleet to critical enemy hives with surgical exactness. They now lay spattered with blood in the pale sand around him.

			Teredal’s orders had been to assist the dark templar in setting the beacons. Then he was to escort the Nerazim away from the zerg swarms that would be drawn to the signal, away to the preset rally points, where they would coordinate the reavers’ scouring of Saalok. The aexilium would be picked up after the moon had been cleared of zerg; extraction was a tertiary concern for the executor. The primary goal in this mission was to provide the fleet a commanding position in lunar orbit around Aiur—a position that would set up the final push to retake the protoss homeworld.

			In the event of mission failure, surviving members of the team were to convene at the nearest rally point. Teredal rubbed the heel of his hand against the scar where his left eye had been; it ached whenever he was still for long. Perhaps he could signal the fleet from the rally point with a beacon. Maybe the executor would take the sign as a distress signal and send him a shuttle. No, it was too much of a risk, and the psychic noise would bring more zerg down on his head. Besides, by the time he reached the rally point, the fleet would be committed to the assault. The capital ships would have shown their positions, arrayed around a thinking enemy in a vulnerable formation.

			It was . . . hopeless. In another sunrise, the last arm of protoss power would be extinguished. On an impulse, Teredal reached down and drew a circle around the six slashes. The Zealous Round, sign of his order. The perfect circle of Saalok. A symbol of purity, of focus, and of thought.

			And suddenly it was clear. A way to deliver the message to the fleet. It was a simple plan but was shadowed in certain death. Teredal’s will faltered, and his psi blade surged with sympathetic light.

			He would place the beacons along the path of a perfect circle, using the navigation tools in his armor to map them at calculated distances. As each crystal screamed into the sky, its psychic paean would draw zerg to the epicenter. This was expected. The executor waiting in the fleet above would observe this, would assume all was going to plan.

			And here was where Teredal would depend on the clarity and intelligence of his people: he would need the fleet to note the placement of the beacons, an odd symmetry blatantly atypical in zerg formations. Certainly in feral zerg. But that was not what would convince the executor of the zerg’s unexpected sentience, not entirely. Teredal’s blade surged again, bathing his face in flickering blue light.

			The executor would be convinced when she saw the zerg predict the pattern. When the zerg moved to intercept the final beacon in the arc, showing the cognitive ability to read the circular path and calculate where the next signal would fire. And that was where Teredal would most certainly die, torn apart in an ambush that he had created for himself.

			It was . . . not what he had been ordered to do. This action went against everything that a zealot stood for, was an audacious attempt to circumvent tactical matters that stood high above his stewardship. Teredal traced his finger around the circle, the Zealous Round.

			It is no mistake that our people have looked to its purity for guidance and clarity throughout the darkest ages of history.

			Teredal began gathering the beacons from the bodies of his fallen brethren. The crystalline orbs were no larger than his hand, heavy and crafted with curious workmanship. He ran his finger along the access groove on each construct as he lifted it, and each gave the welcome glow of blue light, which signified function.

			Even the smallest measure of an arc fulfills the greater circumference.

			Words his master had often repeated, and now Teredal felt the meaning. He would need the odds to lean in his favor if this was to work. Returning to where he had drawn in the sand, to where he had received his epiphany, Teredal took measure of his own state. His arm still hurt, but the dull throb would not be too much of a distraction; he was familiar with pain. The ambush had taken a degree of energy, but nothing Teredal was unaccustomed to. Another blessing: his legs were unhurt. He would need their strength today. Teredal had always been a powerful runner and was about to run his swiftest race. Most assuredly his last.

			He swung his arm, testing the length of his new claws. They were bulkier than the psi blade, and less armored with the gauntlet missing. But they were deadly sharp. It had been deeply satisfying to see them rip into that hydralisk, the serrated edges tearing through alien flesh with incestuous ease.

			Because he now carried six beacons, he would not have a full range of movement. The beacons attached magnetically to his armored belt. They would be bulky and restrict his pace, but that would only be at the outset. As each was placed, the burden would lessen, and the danger would grow.

			The sun had almost cleared the horizon. Time was running out. Crouching, Teredal wiped his markings clear from the sand and then placed the first beacon. He touched the arming groove, where hidden sensors tasted his cells and acquiesced. Red light began to shine from the beacon, soft pulses that indicated a signal would fire after one hundred and one flashes. Teredal stood and prepared to run.

			A sound came from the rocks to his side. He spun and ignited his blade. Nothing there but the fallen bodies of his comrades entwined with dead zerg. Had one of the monsters survived? He almost went to investigate—

			No time. The beacon is set.

			Teredal ran. The distance to the next beacon’s arming location was a shorter chord of his overall run, but he wanted to be far enough away from the first beacon when it went off. It was going to be heard by every zerg on the moon, and Teredal knew that the surprise signal from an enemy presumed dead would bring the monsters coming from all directions. Luckily, this leg of the journey would take him through a narrow canyon, and he wouldn’t have to spend too much time dodging curious zerg. He hoped.

			The sand hissed beneath his swiftly moving feet, and Teredal let the rhythmic pace carry him across the white face of Saalok. Aiur began to rise on the eastern horizon, and it was more beautiful than he could have expected. From here, the vibrant greens and browns and blues that marked out the continents and oceans of his homeworld seemed pristine, untouched. Broad strokes of whiskered clouds swept across the poles, and Teredal felt a yearning for Aiur that was undiminished by time.

			Then the beacon went off.

			A scream, a roar, a terrible hurricane of psionic noise that raged across the Khala. The dark templar had prepared him for this, had warned him about the shock wave that would follow the release of each beacon. Kehdana had suggested that he move to a minimum safe distance and then kneel to put up a mental barrier before the beacon fired; its signal had the dual purpose of sending a message into space and creating a violent ripple in the local psychic fabric that would call to any of the feral zerg on Saalok. Teredal had been prepared for some degree of disorientation but had not expected such furor. He stumbled and then pitched forward into the sand. For a moment, he could not see or breathe, his entire soul struggling against the buckling chaos that had been the Khala. And then, as quickly as it had come, the signal was spent.

			If that does not call the Swarm, I do not know what will.

			He looked up into the star-strewn skies and called out to his people, a lone voice lost in the storm.

			Mark this beacon, brothers. And mark those that follow.

			And then Teredal stood and ran. He wiped blood from his eye and shook his head clear.

			Run.

			The sand grew thinner, and Teredal’s path turned to gravel and stone. It was easier to maintain his speed now, but more treacherous as his noisier footfalls increased the odds of alerting the zerg. He would have to be more careful as he sped along the narrow chalk-lined arroyo.

			As he counted his paces, the zealot organized the concerns that had been flying through his thoughts. Some of them he could address. Some of them were beyond his control.

			First, there was the worry that the zerg might see the pattern too early. If they predicted Teredal’s course before enough beacons had been set, the protoss might not be able to interpret his message. Teredal would have to set the beacons quickly. He would have to keep this pace and complete the circle before the next dawn.

			Second, the beacons would need to have a significant distance between them for their placement to be legible from the fleet’s location. He had already calculated the coordinates, the vectors for each path from beacon to beacon; such figures came naturally to the trained zealot mind. But knowing the path and being able to finish the grueling run at full speed were two very different things. The beacons would need to be triggered in respect to Saalok’s rotation. If Teredal simply ran the circumference of the circle, placing the beacons as he went, this hemisphere of the moon would spin away from the fleet’s viewing angle before he could complete the path, for the second half of a circle’s contour curved back toward the origin. He would have to place the remaining five markers on either side of the origin, running diagonally back and forth to increasingly distant points to assure that the growing circle started and ended within the fleet’s view. It meant that Teredal would be running a greater distance than the actual length of the perimeter. The run would be hard, even for a zealot. A day and a night with no time to stop and rest. Teredal was not some young recruit. He was a veteran who had already fought a battle this morning. He had to accept the fact that this run itself might cause one of his hearts to burst.

			Finally, there was a chance that the mind or minds controlling the zerg would see through his ploy and would not respond, or would respond in a fashion crafted to appear random. Then the zealot’s plan would fail. Teredal shook the thought from his head. It was paranoid—and ultimately useless—thinking. If the zerg were canny enough to feign feral behavior, then why had they not done so when his team had landed?

			For now, there was only running.

			The second and third beacons had been set without incident and without zerg interference. The enemy had not been able to predict Teredal’s pattern.

			Yet. After three points, they see only a triangle. The fourth will reveal the pattern, making the fifth and sixth beacon locations more predictable.

			Teredal leapt over the boulder that sat astride his path, landing in a roll that maintained his momentum, and then was up and running again. Now three beacons remained attached to his belt, and less weight meant that he could afford more speed and more agile maneuvers to avoid going around obstacles. He had gone from morning until midday with only two quick stops: setting the second and third beacons. After the first beacon, the western point of the circle, he had hit the northwestern and then had run south to the southwestern point. This next stretch would be the longest straight shot, between the southwestern beacon and the northeastern—a distance equal to the entire diameter of the circle. If Teredal could keep this pace, he would reach the fourth location by sunset.

			Teredal had learned to trigger the beacons and then follow the prime number countdown as he ran, stopping to put up his defenses for a few seconds to avoid the worst of the blast. He regretted having to interrupt his pace but, after being knocked off his feet by the first psionic klaxon, considered the risk of injury during a fall to be worse than a slight delay.

			The zealot ran as sunlight poured clean and undiminished through the thin atmosphere of Saalok. The warmth on his skin brought renewal, beams from Aiur’s solar star, which had nurtured his kind for aeons. The protoss were creatures of sunlight, creatures who had used their cleverness and speed to hunt across the great plains and jungles of Aiur long before language and civilization ever began. To run under this clear summer light, this was what it meant to be protoss.

			There had been no zerg encounters yet, although Teredal kept to the cover of dunes and boulders whenever it wouldn’t pull him too far from his path. Once he thought he saw an overlord floating in the distance, but he stayed low until it was out of sight. Teredal had noticed with some assurance that the creature seemed to be moving in the direction of his last beacon.

			As the sun began to set over his right shoulder, Teredal sensed an intangible bond stretching across time to his ancestors. His mission was clear, his death certain, and the zealot felt a strange peace that syncopated his steady footfalls. He bowed his head as he ran and traced a circle on his chest.

			According to Teredal’s calculations, the location for setting the fourth beacon was up ahead. He slowed his pace as he drew near.

			This is where the three points become four, where the triangle begins to take the form of a circle. Every step from this place will be shadowed by death.

			The sun had almost disappeared behind the chalky ridge at his side. Teredal stretched his arms in the fading light, bade farewell to the golden orb his people had worshiped in a forgotten age. The remainder of the run would take place in darkness, with none of the rich, warm sustenance that had kept Teredal fueled throughout the day. Already his chest ached, and the zealot’s wounded arm trembled as he knelt and set the beacon in the sand. Teredal tried to put his concerns aside. There was no time to rest. At dawn, the fleet would be here. He triggered the beacon and then ran into the growing shadow.

			While cold and treacherous, the cover of night proved valuable. Teredal had barely reached the halfway mark on the fourth leg of his journey when he almost ran into a pair of ultralisks.

			Two of them!

			His well-honed reflexes brought him to a skidding halt as heavy, low-frequency moans echoed off the rock wall at Teredal’s side. Ducking behind an overhang, the zealot tried to still his trembling legs.

			He had been following a narrow series of canyons for most of the course, leaving its shelter only when it wound too far from his destination. But the canyons had soon run out, and Teredal had been forced to follow a cliff wall. While it was better than running across an open plain, the zealot felt exposed and tried to keep his eye focused on whichever boulder, crevice, or overhang lay ahead in case he had to find cover. It was an exhausting habit he had picked up during the siege of Torenis Prime, requiring the mind and reflexes to stay in constant, frenetic motion when they wanted nothing more than to surrender to the calming rhythms of running. The habit saved his life.

			The ultralisks had been preparing to descend from the cliff above him (part of the ledge had crumbled and provided footing for the monstrous creatures). Some part of his mind had recognized their calls bouncing off the nearby rocks. Teredal’s instincts had directed him underneath the overhang almost before he consciously noted them. The ultralisks stomped past the ridge above Teredal’s hiding spot, their massive pillar-legs sending tremors through the cliff, and cascades of rock and sand tumbled loose. He fought the urge to ignite his blade and attack. Some action, some blood, a vent to his pain after this day and night of running. But Teredal knew the fight would cost him energy and time that he did not have.

			Save it for the beacons. There will be blood soon enough.

			As he waited for the beasts to pass, the zealot tried to rest his aching hearts. The pain had steadily grown over the night. He flexed his right arm and tightened the bindings that held the claws in place. They were moist with slowly seeping blood; Teredal worried that some zerg infection was keeping the wound from healing. The edicts of his order forbade the use of alien tissue and weaponry for just this reason, but Teredal suspected that this desecration of protoss flesh and armaments was less of a priority than completing his suicide mission. This would be over long before a little blood loss was a factor.

			Enough rest. The ultralisks are gone. Time to move.

			He crept out from under the ledge and scanned the cliff top for movement against the stars. There was nothing. It was odd to see a pair of ultralisks patrolling like that; usually the heavy creatures charged into the brunt of battle, where blood was certain.

			Unless they were not patrolling. Unless they were sent to confront an aexilium of protoss along a suspected path of travel.

			Teredal nodded to himself. It was further evidence that the zerg were indeed controlled by a conscious and tactically minded entity. Not incontrovertible, but another piece in the puzzle. He began to run again; his pace quickened. He knew that the final picture would become clear at the next beacon.

			It came sooner than that.

			The hive was directly in his path. Teredal had avoided two more patrols: a group of hydralisks and another ultralisk. This time both had been accompanied by overlords, and he had recognized their movements as search patterns. The overlords had been glistening with what Teredal recognized as zerg embryonic fluids—evidence that the creatures had been newly spawned from a nearby hive. And sure enough, as he had continued cautiously forward, the unmistakable clicking of drone mandibles had rattled through the thin air. Cursing the delay, Teredal circled wide around the sound. Already the journey had taken longer than he had planned. It would be a race to beat the dawn.

			There was a stretch of empty space between where one canyon ended and another began. The gap was not large—only the distance of fifty paces or so—and Teredal could see no way around the opening that would not require him to backtrack. He would have to sprint.

			He crouched low and clenched his fists, summoning his strength for a burst of speed. He traced a circle across his chest and then leapt out of the shadows and into the starlight.

			Ten paces . . . Twenty . . . Thirty . . . Almost there—

			He caught a glimpse of the zerg hive in the twilight to his left, and what he saw brought him to an abrupt halt. Two tall, slender towers, each tipped with a bulbous minaret. They gleamed under the stars, pulsing with vascular motion. As Teredal watched, the towers grew. Slowly, in small and palpitating measure, they grew.

			They were spires. The zerg organ-edifices that, when mature, provided the enzymes and genetic materials required to spawn the flying creatures that made up the bulk of the alien fleet. These spires were newly formed, an obvious response to Teredal’s actions on Saalok. The zerg knew that something was coming and that their previous strategy of feigned savagery had been revealed. He predicted that the zerg would have the beginnings of a fleet in another day, and a sizeable force not long after; the quick generation of military units was a specialty for these monsters. Protoss would find a moon inhabited by thinking, vicious creatures that would tear them apart before they ever reached Aiur.

			An ultralisk roared from the hive, and Teredal realized that he was standing in the open. He turned and disappeared into the canyon. The ache in his chest now became a stabbing pain.

			Faster.

			The zerg were waiting at the fifth beacon spot. Teredal could hear them in the shadowed valley far below. While the four previous beacons didn’t necessarily point directly toward a fifth, this was one of two or three locations that would make sense if one was hunting for a pattern. Teredal imagined that similar groups had been stationed along other possible beacon points; that was what an intelligent tactician would do. Once the fifth marker had been placed, however, there would be no more question about the configuration. The location of the sixth marker would then be obvious, and every claw and fang on Saalok would descend upon it.

			One thing at a time. The fifth beacon needs to be placed first, and this valley is occupied.

			Teredal slid back from the peak that looked down into the valley where his goal lay, one hand over his chest. He would have to act soon but knew that he did not have the energy to confront the patrol gathered below. An ultralisk, six hydralisks, and an overlord. Melee strength, ranged firepower, and a coordinating force to keep the zerg under control. The zealot took some comfort in the patrol’s composition; obviously whoever was controlling these zerg had no idea what sort of enemy was setting these beacons. The patrol had been built to handle a variety of imagined possibilities. Teredal would have laughed if he had the energy.

			Would they imagine a wounded old soldier with piecemeal weapons?

			He lifted his claw-bound arm, regarded its jagged edges with a critical eye. Still sharp, still deadly. Far below, the patrolling beasts were headed back up the canyon toward his intended mark. The overlord floated over them, muscular gas bladders contracting as it propelled itself forward.

			The zerg had swept his people from their homeworld with a ferocity that had countered protoss wisdom at every turn.

			It is time for the protoss to return that ferocity.

			Teredal thumbed the trigger on his beacon and leapt into the darkness. Guided by the sounds below, spurred by a rage kept chained for far too long, he pushed through pain, the fatigue, and leapt.

			He landed on top of the overlord, which jetted forward in shock. Thrusting his claws through the fleshy bladder on one side, Teredal was met with a blast of warm, moist air and a psychic scream that rattled his skull. Teredal clung to the creature as it tilted and began to sink. There was a collective hiss from the hydralisks below, and Teredal knew that the overlord was calling out to them. Feral creatures would cry for help. Sapient creatures would demand an attack. Teredal used the claws to climb around the wounded overlord as a volley of spines tore into the place he had just been.

			If I had any doubt before, it is now gone.

			His mount was sinking rapidly, gas whistling from several ragged holes. The ultralisk rumbled forward, intent on intercepting the compromised overlord when it hit the ground. Teredal did not plan to be there. Guided by the lumbering sounds of the monster’s footfalls, he gathered himself and leapt again, igniting his psi blade like a torch in the dark canyon. He would need light for this.

			Blazing like a falling star, Teredal plummeted through the night sky to land with a crunch against the heavy carapace over the ultralisk’s shoulders. Again, the claws held firm on the monster’s bony shell. Teredal felt a new pain cutting through his side.

			Ribs . . . broken. Have to reach the . . . neck joint . . .

			He had hard-won knowledge of the ultralisk, had achieved some acclaim among his brethren for slaying the beasts single-handedly. But his victories had always come at a price and had never followed such a grueling run, or such injury. The wounded veteran clung to the ultralisk’s back as it bucked and spun, the monster trumpeting rage that echoed off the canyon walls. Slowly, deliberately, Teredal crept toward its neck.

			Just . . . like the plaza of Nelyth . . .

			With a slash of his fiery blade, he split the thin plate across the monster’s neck and plunged the claws deep into exposed flesh. The ultralisk roared and gave one final lunge, dislodging Teredal and flinging him into the air.

			The zealot was able to roll as he landed, skidding across a stretch of sand. He came to his knees as the hydralisks circled around him, hissing hungrily. The ultralisk stomped forward, ichor running down its chest plate. It was wounded, but it still lived. Teredal was bleeding, outnumbered, and drained of energy. He extinguished his blade and knelt before the beast. The hydralisks drew closer.

			Four. Three. Two. One.

			The beacon exploded in a blast of psychic energy that tore the ultralisk’s head apart. An incandescent wave of blue and violet rippled out from the gaping wound where Teredal had planted the device, washing the valley in cold fire. The hydralisks screamed, writhing as blood spouted from their mouths. They fired spines as they fell, piercing each other in blind agony. The canyon walls shuddered with metaphysical resonance, the very fabric tying their atoms together, trembling with the force of the blow. Teredal’s shield, fully recharged, flickered once, twice against the storm of energy and then was spent. As he knelt, the zealot placed his remaining strength into the psychic defenses he had learned as a child. They were all he had. At this range, with the full force of a beacon meant to roar across the face of a planet, there was little hope a single protoss would survive.

			Little hope . . .

			It means there is some.

			You approach the answer, Teredal.

			The zealot crumbled into the shadows and was still.

			Light. A trembling, coursing whiteness. Teredal blinked, saw nothing but streaks of light that trailed wet radiance across his vision.

			Such beauty. Is this the Khala? Have I . . . ?

			No. There was light, but there were no voices. Silence. Tradition said that after death, the Khala was an unending chorus of minds woven in harmony and joy. But . . . the zealot felt only pain. Teredal rubbed the heel of his hand against the scar where his left eye had been; it had begun to ache.

			How long have I been lying here?

			Teredal rolled over.

			The light?

			Stars. Falling stars. Saalok was passing through a meteor shower, and the cascading light brought a pale and liquid texture to the canyon walls. The brilliance had woken him, and Teredal now felt all the sharp agony of his broken body. Two ribs had been cracked in several places; his arm was a blaze of pain where the infection had taken hold; and his skull still echoed with the crash and roar of the beacon.

			But my hearts no longer hurt. And these shadows mean that the dawn has not yet come.

			Teredal shuddered and twisted to his side. He felt the final beacon, still bound at his waist.

			Even the smallest measure of an arc fulfills the greater circumference.

			Now stand, zealot.

			He leaned forward, wincing in pain as he crawled to his feet. Stumbling to the side, he collapsed against the fleshy, shapeless mass that had once been an overlord. It was cold in the damp sand. Teredal pulled himself up, resting against the gory thing for a moment and then stepping away. The meteor shower grew faint overhead, the last few streaks of fire disappearing into a horizon that was growing slowly lighter.

			Now run, zealot. Run for Aiur.

			And Teredal ran. He stumbled after a dozen steps, tripping into the sand. But he lifted himself up again and kept running. This final bit would be little more than half the distance of his last leg, but already his hearts were aching. And Teredal could not shake the blur from his vision.

			Run.

			The shadows began to slowly creep away from the base of the cliff he followed. Teredal urged himself to run faster, and his legs stretched into that steady, timeless pace for which the zealots were known. Sand became gravel became rock became sand again.

			Faster.

			He ran faster. The pain dimmed, and Teredal knew that this was the numbing taste of death as it drew near.

			Faster.

			His footfalls sounded heavy against the sand. They echoed off the rock walls. Echoed and grew, magnified into pounding, crashing waves of noise. Ultralisks. Screeches carried through the thin air. There were zerg behind him, hungry beasts hunting the creature who had evaded them for so long. Now his path was known, his cover vanishing as the sky lightened.

			Faster.

			Rocks tumbled down from the canyon walls on either side. Zerglings were running parallel to Teredal’s course, matching his speed as they searched for a way to descend and attack. The rumbling was louder behind him. He could see light rimming the top of the mountains. Dawn approached.

			And then Teredal was through the canyon and out into an open patch of gravel. His destination lay ahead: an ancient crater, a circular mark on the face of Saalok discernible from Aiur. There would not be any more cover. No more hiding. Only running.

			The noise was louder now. Teredal could hear the quick sound of claws on stone, the zerglings sprinting for the last stretch. The creatures were fast.

			But they are not zealots.

			Faster.

			A final burst of speed, energy coming from reserves Teredal did not know he had. The crater grew larger ahead, and he pulled the beacon from his belt.

			The ambush lies there. If I can just deliver the beacon before . . .

			An ultralisk appeared at the lip of the crater. And another. The pair he had seen patrolling during the night. They clashed their wicked scythe-talons together and stampeded down the crater’s edge toward him. The ground shook. Behind them, the sun rose. Dawn had arrived. Teredal ignited his blade and charged.

			For Aiur!

			Teredal’s call rang through the Khala, strong and clear and undiminished. And was joined. Voices echoed Teredal’s cry with a fury that matched the ultralisks’ roar.

			For Aiur!

			Bolts of blue energy cut through the dawn, blasting the ultralisks apart in a shower of blood and bone. A trio of protoss void rays spun through the gore, followed by a dozen scout fighters. They thundered overhead, lancing the air with a tempest of superheated particles. Teredal turned, saw for the first time what had followed him. It was an army of zerg: hydralisks, roaches, and zerglings without number. Ultralisks bellowed in the searing heat, defenseless against the aerial onslaught. The zerg were caught in a firestorm, and only those nearest to the canyon’s edge were able to escape into shelter.

			Teredal fell to his knees, the numbing darkness taking hold of his body. He felt no pain in his arm, and his chest seemed empty. The zealot tipped over into the sand, saw the final beacon roll from his limp fingers. Aiur rose on the horizon next to the sun. It was beautiful. Golden and green and perfect.

			As he watched Aiur climb into the sky, more voices wove through the Khala around him.

			Yes. You were correct, Executor. The zealot is here.

			Teredal is here?

			I do not know how, but he is here.

			Teredal struggled to respond. His body would not move, and his voice felt weak, a quiet gasp trembling through the Khala.

			Recall . . . the fleet, Executor. Recall the fleet.

			There was silence, and then a response echoed down from the sky.

			We have seen your marks, zealot, and the executor shall consider their meaning. Meanwhile, the fleet is being recalled. Aiur shall wait for another day.

			En taro Adun, zealot.

			Teredal nodded, the white sand cool and brilliant against his cheek.

			En taro Adun.

			He imagined for a moment that he was standing on Aiur, standing next to his master as they watched the moon overhead. The light was almost blinding.

			Saalok . . . is bright tonight. So very bright.

		

	
		
			Week 6

			@HelekBranamoor: @TaliseCogan You’ll be happy to learn that I’ve sent your cell regen proposal up the chain. The Dominion is excited to begin live tests soon.

			@TaliseCogan: @HelekBranamoor That was quick. Make sure you highlight my concerns about the potential conflicts with human endocrine systems.

			@HelekBranamoor: @TaliseCogan I’ve included all of your notes, Dr. Cogan. Have you and Dr. Ayers finished your examination of the mutant organism from Choss?

			@TaliseCogan: @HelekBranamoor Almost. I sent a few samples of the creature’s unique hemoglobin out for analysis, but am still waiting for the results.

				@HelekBranamoor It is hard to use terms like “mutant” with the zerg xenotype. Their genetic landscape is like an ocean—constantly changing.

			@HelekBranamoor: @TaliseCogan A genetic ocean simile? If I didn’t know any better, Dr. Cogan, I would think that you are starting to sound like Dr. Ayers.

			Personal Log: Dr. Talen Ayers

			Things have gotten sticky around the lab, and I think we are all finding it more difficult to move ahead with our research.

			Sticky? you ask.

			And by “you,” of course, I refer to my own subconscious audience, as well as whichever Dominion security officer has been lucky enough to screen my personal writings. My friend, you will find that I am quite accustomed to writing for a crowd, and have no problem sharing candid thoughts and feelings this way. I apologize if that takes some of the exciting deductive elements out of your job.

			Yes, sticky. Sticky is the only word I can find to describe the emotional gridlock of personalities that has grown up among the scientists sequestered in the belly of this cozy little lab. And the sources of this stickiness—the metaphorical creep colonies responsible for producing this oozing sociological creep—are Dr. Held and Jake Ramsey. Why anybody would consider bringing together a sadistic xenophobe and a deranged protoss sympathizer in tight quarters is beyond me.

			Dr. Branamoor, if you are reading this, then I submit the question to you: what in the blue blazes were you thinking?

			Dr. Held is quite obviously a few mitochondria short of a functioning cell, as the saying goes. His unwavering focus on protoss physiology and cerebral structure—even in nonscientific discussions and chats around the lunchroom—reveals an obsession that smacks of phobia. Held is terrified of the protoss, and I suspect this is due to some previous experience he may have had with top secret Dominion research before Project Blackstone was even off the ground. His assistant, a young woman with flat, dead eyes, warned me not to mention “Project Gestalt.” She said that the mere mention of those words would set her superior into a fit of shivering paranoia. Poor Dr. Martine had no more details than that, but I pity the girl. Working with Dr. Held on a daily basis must be a trial: her grip on that cane of hers grows tighter every time I see her.

			Ramsey is another story altogether. His insights into the protoss are frighteningly sharp, and it seems as though he shares them almost by accident. I’m not sure what he has seen, or what was done to him, but it definitely left an indelible mark on his sanity. His demeanor is hard to follow, moods shifting without warning: one minute he’s an intelligent, good-natured archaeologist; the next, he’s some distant, unreadable mystic with an unfathomable empathy for the poor alien souls made “vile prisoners” in Dr. Held’s lab. These periods of madness have become more and more egregious: at one point, he physically threatened Dr. Held and had to be restrained by our head engineer and me. Branamoor, usually quick to show off his Big Chief disciplinary muscle, hasn’t done anything about Ramsey’s actions yet. It almost seems as if our loopy xenophile has some sort of protection there. Is Jake pals with Mengsk? He certainly doesn’t have much nice to say about our good emperor, but at this point, it wouldn’t surprise me.

			So yes, things are sticky. Dr. Held and Ramsey at each other’s throat, and the rest of us trying to ignore the fact that horrible things may be happening just down the hallway. What did Dr. Rothfuss say? The bearded old astrophysicist is a quiet fellow, but when he speaks, he can silence a room. “Conflicting passions and tight quarters make a pretty recipe for blood.”

			That got even Ramsey to shut up.

			I’ll have to see if I can’t pull Rothfuss aside and learn a little bit more about him the next time he wheels out of that red-lit laboratory of his. It seems as though everybody on the staff has an interesting story. After getting Ramsey tucked safely into his room, I spent this afternoon talking with the guy who helped me hold the archaeologist back from committing murder: Redell “Red” Quinton. He’s an engineer through and through—everything by the numbers. But the man’s brilliant, a practical database of the chemistry and physics required to turn atoms into weaponry. He’s been bothered by all of this stickiness as well; in fact, I may have gotten the word from him.

			At least I have my lab time with Talise. We have grown quite fond of each other, and have begun sneaking into each other’s quarters for . . . post-laboratory analysis. It is nice to have somebody who shares my fascination with the incredible and mysterious workings of these alien forms. It is also nice to share our hopes and fears about having daughters in such similar lines of work. Neither of us has heard from our children in quite some time, and I can only assume that the Dominion is keeping us separated from them out of concern for their safety.

			I am writing this, watching her sleep on my cot, and feeling as though maybe this uncomfortable time, this stickiness, is only temporary. As Oscar Wilde said, “The less said about life’s sores, the better.”

			TA

		

	
		
			Icehouse

			By Michael O’Reilly and Robert Brooks

			There are many paths to death.

			There is only one to victory.

			—Icehouse Precept No. 1

			Gabriel Feltz couldn’t breathe. The recycled air stank of hot trash, getting worse every time the twenty-four other poor bastards in the hold exhaled. They lay on the hard floor in the dark, the shaking of the ship’s hull thrumming through them all. Gabriel hadn’t managed more than a few minutes of sleep at a stretch for days.

			The shaking ended with a thump that caused some passengers to cry out. The doors opened and light streamed in. They might have been grateful were it not for the simultaneous blast of cold air. It struck like a physical blow, blanketing skin and constricting the throat. There seemed to be nothing outside but the light and the smell of snow.

			Then a large shadow strode forward and stood between the doors. Everyone knew what it was. Six feet tall and built like a statue, a massive slab of gun in its hands. It pointed the rifle and shouted.

			“Everyone up! Forty seconds till you freeze! Move it!”

			Gabriel shuffled out with the rest of them, shielding his eyes against blowing ice. He yelped as his feet left the ramp and landed in a foot of snow. More guards in combat armor herded the prisoners toward a massive set of doors that opened before them like the jaws of hell. Some warmth came from that entrance, and the group surged into it.

			When the doors shut, the lights illuminated their new home. It was certainly man-made, all steel and wires, a corridor leading farther into wherever they were. A guard barked a command and they moved on until they reached another door. Beyond that was a hall big enough for five hundred men.

			“Line up!” shouted the guard. “The warden shall inspect you!”

			• • •

			Warden Kejora stood in the very center of the Hub, hands behind his back, looking over the dozens of screens before him. Each one showed new arrivals. He liked the look of none of them. Not a surprise. A small percentage of humanity was resistant to resocialization in some way, but even among that tiny group, his program only received the dregs: pirates, petty crooks, murderers. Maybe a political dissident or two.

			Not for the first time he considered having them all shot, but that wasn’t his job. Emperor Mengsk wanted reapers, and by god, he’d get reapers.

			“Tell me about that one,” Kejora said, pointing. “Seventh in line.”

			It was a short, underfed young man, a boy in truth. His head and bare shoulders were decorated with acid burns, the lower arms crisscrossed with scars. The eyes that looked out from the battered face were like a protoss’s, wide open, betraying nothing.

			One of the analysts, an ensign, called up the answer. “Private Samuel Lords, age twenty-two. Multiple counts of assault, misuse of military equipment, and destruction of military property. Six counts of murder. Psych profile is a hell of a read, sir.”

			“I can imagine. What’s the story behind his scars?”

			“The wounds on his head happened on a zerg-held world, sir. He was one of the first to make the drop against a hive cluster. The op wasn’t well planned; whole squad got hit with zerg biotoxins. Somehow he survived. The other injuries were self-inflicted.”

			Kejora magnified the screen’s view over the tracery of ruined tissue about Lords’s head, thinking about the boy’s crime sheet. Who knew how many synapses had been bathed in alien poison, turning that kid into a golem? The training would discern how much use he was. The warden zoomed out and returned to the others.

			Most of the new inmates kept their gazes forward or down. A few looked at the guards in a challenging way. But one pair of eyes darted to and fro, on the verge of panic.

			Kejora had never seen anyone so terrified in the hall before. “Who the hell’s that? Twentieth in line.”

			The techs tapped away at their computers, but after several minutes, they still hadn’t answered. He turned to find three of them huddled over a screen.

			“What is it?”

			“We’ve got next to nothing, sir. Name’s Gabriel Feltz, picked up from a colonial outpost. No criminal record, no details, not even a note on neural aptitude.”

			Kejora frowned. It wouldn’t be the first time a bureaucrat had skimped on paperwork. “Send a request to Korhal. We need more than that.”

			“It will take them at least a day to get back to us. Should we pull Feltz from the lineup?”

			“No. Patch me through.” A few clicks later, and the yellow light in front of the microphone at the center of the Hub lit up.

			Kejora’s voice boomed through the hall. “Welcome to the Torus system, prisoners. You are here because nobody else in the entire galaxy wants anything to do with you. This is your final chance to make yourselves useful to the Dominion. There are only a few rules here, but they boil down to a simple concept: you will become a reaper, or you will die trying. Do what you must.”

			Victory is worth any cost. The cost is always high.

			—Icehouse Precept No. 2

			Shivers rippled through the line of inmates, as they always did. Kejora never failed to enjoy it.

			“Training begins after your next sleep cycle. It ends when I say it does.” A pause, and he finished with, “Welcome to the Icehouse.”

			The guards motioned the inmates to another set of doors, deeper into the complex.

			• • •

			The guards did not follow them inside, and the heavy doors locked shut. Some of the inmates looked around for their new custodians. Robots, each a head higher than a man, were positioned in alcoves along the corridor, armored and armed with twin gauss cannons. They did not move, but Gabriel imagined they could spring into motion on their tracked wheels any moment.

			None of the inmates seemed interested in testing them.

			A prim, feminine voice spoke. Some complained, muttering curses at adjutants and the like. The voice formally welcomed them to the reaper training facility, and said it hoped that they would prove worthy contributors to the Dominion. The young man with the scarred head managed a dark laugh at that.

			The adjutant happily described the facility as if reading from a holiday brochure. It almost made the place sound attractive, but you didn’t have to look far to see the ugly signs of what was to come. The air was dry and cool yet smelled cooked. On a wall panel was a red, dried patch . . . No prizes for guessing what that was.

			The sense of being watched was palpable. Gabriel glanced up and saw clusters of sensory apparatus all across the ceiling—thermal sensors, motion detectors, cameras, who knew what else. So much for privacy.

			At last they reached the dormitory. It turned out to be a section filled with cells, and they weren’t empty. A hundred men who probably had arrived only a few hours earlier emerged to greet the newcomers.

			Gabriel knew this wouldn’t be a pleasant encounter. He tried to make himself less conspicuous. Doubtless someone would be sized up, challenged, and made an example of. As if in answer to his thoughts, a rangy hill of a man swaggered toward the new inmates, grinning like a crocodile.

			“What’s this here?” came a coarse voice.

			Everybody was looking at the victim the brute had picked—the scarred kid. The larger man still had the reptilian smile on his face; he was dying to swing a punch, but he wanted to play first.

			“Where you from, runt?”

			“I dunno.” No fear. No emotion at all.

			“I dunno,” the big guy mimicked, evoking nasty laughter around him. “How about your name? You too dumb to know your own name?”

			“The Lisk.”

			Gabriel felt his arms prickle.

			Inmates must pay the price for their own survival.

			—Icehouse Precept No. 3

			“Oh yeah? You’re a mutalisk? Look at ’im. I think he needs a new name. Maybe Runtalisk. Little rat . . . What the—?”

			Gabriel couldn’t see what the big guy saw, but others could, and they weren’t laughing. It was then the kid made his move. He punched the lug in the stomach, hard, doubling him over. A rapid series of vicious kicks to the side toppled the larger man, who fell and lay there, mewling softly.

			The kid looked about him, smiling. It was a ghastly smile, all filed teeth and scabbed gums, a monster’s smile.

			“It’s just the Lisk.”

			• • •

			Their sleep cycle didn’t last long. An alarm battered their ears until all occupants exited their cells.

			They were herded to the canteen, where a machine dispensed their first meal, an unwholesome goop of nutrients and god knew what else. It tasted of nothing; it did not satisfy, but it was all that was given. A larger inmate snatched away Gabriel’s bowl after only a couple of bites. He decided not to make an issue of it.

			Nobody went near the Lisk as he ate, the paste leaking out of gaps in his teeth.

			The adjutant invited them back to the hall, which had been converted to a sadist’s idea of a track-and-field course. The inmates were ordered to run, jump, bend, stretch, dash, catch, again and again. A set of sentry guns kept them moving.

			The first day ended, leaving every man an exhausted, battered mess yearning for rest.

			It was going to get worse.

			The days bled together. There was no consistent cycle. The time for sleep was at the adjutant’s whim. The food never changed, but the training did.

			It wasn’t enough to say that machines ran the Icehouse. The Icehouse was a machine. Every room contained a robot of some sort, many devoted to but one aspect of training. The robots took on the forms of moving targets, sparring partners for combat techniques, obstacles. There was no leniency, no slacking, no way for the inmates to take it easy.

			The worst days were in the sim-cages. Each inmate was led to a coffin-shaped array of bulbs, wires, and straps, and the adjutant invited him to lie within it. Refusal wasn’t an option.

			What followed was nothing short of a nightmare. Lights and sounds were fed directly into the brain, chosen to inspire an emotion. Gabriel would lie strapped in one of the devices, his feelings plucked like strings. He would feel ecstatic joy and numbing despair, terror that made him want to destroy himself rather than endure.

			Each session ended the same for every inmate: crawling out and falling to the ground, weeping and shaking. Even the Lisk responded to this treatment, though his eyes were more avid than wretched.

			After three weeks, one man did not wake up. The adjutant ordered the inmates to vacate the cells. Gabriel caught a glimpse of a quivering wreck on a bunk, blood caking his mouth. When they returned, he was gone.

			• • •

			“There’s something about you.”

			Gabriel looked up from the bench. The Lisk was talking to him. The nut hadn’t talked to anyone since they’d first arrived. “What do you mean?”

			“Ain’t as scared as you should be.” The Lisk grinned. His sharpened teeth made him look anything but happy. “The others take your food. Take your bunk. Make you wait for the latrine. You down at the bottom. You should be more afraid.”

			“Thanks, I think,” Gabriel said, and ate another spoonful of his bland gruel. Nobody else had approached the table since the Lisk had sat down. Maybe Gabriel would get to eat the entire bowl today.

			Inmates must protect themselves at all times. Regard every calm moment as a battlefield, and every battlefield a calm moment.

			—Icehouse Precept No. 4

			“Wasn’t complimenting you,” the Lisk said. There was no malice in his words, just unnerving curiosity. “You act weak. You look weak. But you ain’t scared. So you ain’t actually weak. You hiding.”

			Gabriel suspected the Lisk wouldn’t accept a denial. “I figure things’ll get worse here before they get better,” he said. “Maybe I’ll have an advantage if they underestimate me.”

			The Lisk didn’t seem to hear him. He stared at the bright purple bruise on Gabriel’s arm. “You didn’t need to get that.”

			That was true enough. The course had been covered with robots firing rubber bullets. The machines were slow moving, couldn’t duck or dodge, and they could barely track a running target. It should have been the easiest thing to evade.

			Then a robot had projected a hologram of a child, not solid, not even well rendered, but it had startled him, making him hesitate. The robot shot him in the arm as punishment.

			“Couldn’t help myself,” he said, but the Lisk made that awful smile of his.

			“Yes, you can. I see it. I don’t think they do.” He pointed at the ceiling.

			Gabriel laughed. “Lisk, anyone ever tell you you’re a little weird?”

			The Lisk shrugged. “Just am.”

			• • •

			Kejora was far from idle. Every day he watched his charges, arranged their rotations, managed their nutrient batches. They didn’t realize that they had eaten eighteen different meals so far, each one an individual concoction of steroids, neutralizers, hormone retardants, and what boiled down to poison. The batches were something of a guessing game, and as good as the success rate was, there were always one or two failures in the early stages of the training cycle.

			He looked over the recording of prisoner Henisall’s autopsy. As he watched the dissection, he spoke to the doctor standing to his left. “So you’ve no idea what killed him?”

			“I suspect it was batch seventeen, though still not sure how.”

			“Okay, put them back on sixteen, and we won’t use seventeen until a full analysis has been completed.”

			The doctor nodded and left the Hub. Kejora returned to the screens. Inmates queued for their tasteless porridge.

			Minutes later came a moment he’d seen over and over these past weeks, when an inmate by the name of Polek snatched Feltz’s food. Feltz had let it happen every time. Not now.

			Kejora almost laughed as Feltz rose from his seat and clouted Polek in the back of the head. Food and inmates scattered as the two men crashed into each other. Screams of encouragement shook the mess hall. Even the technicians in the Hub stopped their work to watch.

			Kejora carefully observed Feltz. The recruit’s fighting skill had improved, but he was playing catch-up. Polek had probably brawled twice a week during his formative years. Feltz might have never been in a real fight at all.

			Polek smashed Feltz in the face with his opening blow, staggering the smaller man. Three swift punches later, and Feltz was down. Polek pinned him to the ground. Feltz didn’t have much of a chance after that. His heavier opponent batted his arms away and proceeded to pummel him like a piece of dough. The inmates egged it on. It was a massacre.

			Kejora couldn’t keep a frown off his face. Policy dictated that he not interfere. Regard every calm moment as a battlefield, and every battlefield a calm moment. If Feltz couldn’t hack it, he wasn’t cut out to be a reaper.

			Your enemy is your greatest teacher. Learn well.

			—Icehouse Precept No. 5

			On the other hand, Kejora had authored those rules. He decided he could forgive himself.

			He punched a button, and sirens went up through the mess hall. The yellow light in front of the microphone lit up. “Mealtime is over. Return to training.” Slowly the inmates complied, Polek rising with some reluctance. They filed out of the canteen, leaving Feltz by himself, unmoving.

			Kejora turned to one of the techs. “I want a med team to pick him up and treat him. I want him talking.”

			“Sir?”

			“Korhal hasn’t responded yet, and I’m tired of waiting for answers. That man does not belong here. I want to know who thought he did.”

			• • •

			A thousand bruises fought for Gabriel’s attention the moment he woke up, but the pain was far away, a mere silhouette on the horizon. He felt nice, even though he couldn’t move. Straps held him tightly to a bed that was too clean to be his cell bunk.

			“Awake at last.”

			Gabriel turned his head toward the source of the voice. All he could see were pretty lights swimming around a vague shape. A vague, impossible shape that was changing with each heartbeat.

			“Why are you an apple? It’s rude for an apple to melt into ice cubes.” Gabriel giggled.

			The voice barked a quick laugh. “Enjoy the painkillers while they last, Feltz.” Gabriel heard a machine hiss softly, and the feeling of peace evaporated in an instant. The sight of a thousand dancing ice cubes resolved into the view of a brightly lit medical room and Warden Kejora.

			“Feel better?”

			Gabriel’s heart raced, and his mind spun around in circles. He felt alert, and the pain wasn’t so distant anymore. “No. Very no.”

			“Get used to it. It’s the same cocktail they put in stimpacks, only watered down by a factor of six or so. Helps you focus even under unpleasant conditions.” The warden took a seat next to his bed. “Inmates usually have to earn medical treatment through exceptional performance, Feltz. You haven’t been here long enough to qualify. I’m breaking the rules just for you.”

			“I’m flattered.”

			“I’m flattered, sir,” Kejora said.

			Gabriel briefly considered defiance. Very briefly. “Yes, sir.”

			“My people have a dozen different theories on who you are, Feltz.” Kejora’s eyes never left his. “The only thing we can agree on is that you’re not Icehouse material. Intelligent, focused, empathetic people don’t belong here.”

			Never allow your enemies to lull you with a false front. Look behind their deception, and the threat shall reveal itself to you.

			—Icehouse Precept No. 6

			Gabriel couldn’t keep sarcasm out of his voice. “Sorry to disappoint you, sir.”

			“How did you end up here?”

			“Sir?”

			The warden leaned forward. “What crime did you commit? Why are you here?”

			“You don’t know?” Gabriel said, hurriedly adding, “Sir?”

			“Pretend I don’t.”

			“Yes, sir.” Gabriel gathered his thoughts. If ever his story needed to sound solid . . .

			“My brother and I were part of a new resettlement a year and a half ago. Turned out to be a bad decision.”

			“Resettlement is a hard life.”

			“It’s an impossible life with the Dominion running the show. First the red tape, then the abolishment of personal supplies, and within two months they had to press-gang half the colony into the mines just to keep the malcontents contained underground for fourteen hours a day. My brother was forced along with them; then he went missing.”

			The warden nodded. “So you did something about it.”

			“I went to the magistrate to ask a couple questions. He didn’t want to hear about it, so I asked louder. When he threw me out of his office, I managed to tip over a bottle of his scotch on his shirt. His grunts went to work on me, and I woke up on the shuttle to the Icehouse.”

			Warden Kejora stared in disbelief. “That’s it?”

			“You don’t believe me.”

			“I believe that a colonial lackey would want to send someone here just for messing up his suit. I just don’t believe he could.” Kejora seemed lost in thought. “It’s not easy to land in the Icehouse, Feltz, and you don’t fit in.”

			“Sorry for lousing up the place, sir. What do you plan on doing about it?”

			Kejora smiled. “Nothing.”

			“What?”

			“The Dominion needs reapers. That’s enough for me.”

			“That’s . . . Sir . . .” Gabriel sputtered.

			“Cut the throttle, inmate,” Kejora said. “We build reapers out of nothing. Most of your neighbors down in the cellblock aren’t worth the transportation costs to get them out here, but we give them a chance anyway. Maybe 10 or 15 percent of them rise to the challenge. The rest don’t. No big loss.

			“But you,” Kejora continued. “You have more than half a brain. Until today, you backed down from the fights you couldn’t win. Raw power isn’t everything. If you can square up to this, you’ll be one of the finest assets in the service. My reapers have received commendations from the most respected commanders in the Dominion. My reapers put the fear of the devil in our enemies every moment in combat, and do you know why?”

			“We do what we must,” Gabriel whispered.

			“Damn right.” Kejora stood up. “Take that to heart. If you want to live, train and fight like the others and get through my program.”

			“That simple, huh?”

			Kejora ignored the absence of a sir. “You’ll be fit for training in two days. I suggest you start making friends who can fend off more beatings.”

			Gabriel waited for Kejora to walk to the door. “I’ll do what I must, sir.” Something in his tone made the warden turn around.

			“We’ll see.”

			• • •

			Gabriel felt the cameras and sensors tracking him at all times. He managed to avoid any more confrontations with Polek, and the Lisk helped scare off attacks from others.

			After three months the adjutant ushered them to a room they had never entered before. It was the closest thing to a treat they’d had in the Icehouse. The long, narrow room was lined with a series of armored suits. Smaller and leaner than a marine CMC, each bore a large jetpack on its shoulders. The suits, inert as they were, looked ready to leap. The Lisk smiled at the sight.

			When the adjutant ordered the inmates into the suits, there were no jokes. Just eagerness. Within minutes, the next phase of training began, and the Icehouse managed to get worse.

			The first challenge was the jetpack. The inmates initially had no control over the boosters; it all belonged to the adjutant, which seemed to delight in igniting the things at the worst moments, launching men into ceilings and walls until they learned to steer. Concussions were common. Two recruits died from skull fractures.

			They began training with new weapons. The “Scythe” P-45 gauss pistol was a small spitting monster, the suit barely compensating for the recoil. The shooting range was torn to shreds. Several men were cut down by fellow inmates.

			When they finally reached 75 percent accuracy, the adjutant congratulated them. Then it asked them to use two at once.

			Last there was the D-8 explosive charge, designed to blow apart structures. It had more than enough power to plaster the less attentive against the wall. Bomb prep and disposal were the objectives, but the conditions were extreme and relentless: loud noises, total darkness or blinding light, rooms where gravity was suspended. Injuries and fatalities stacked up quickly.

			The inmates battled on. Some died in action; others were found dead like Henisall; a few were suicides. Gabriel kept going. There wasn’t a choice.

			• • •

			Kejora had a new addition to his routine. Before lights out, he would review the training footage of Gabriel Feltz. He couldn’t explain why. Well, he could, but he wasn’t ready to admit it.

			These last two years in the Torus system had been productive and satisfying. Once out of the Icehouse, the reapers went where they were needed, safeguarding Dominion interests with fire and death. Medals and accolades, many of them posthumous and classified, trickled back to the Icehouse, the names of the receivers joining a growing list of success stories.

			But never before had an innocent man been subjected to the Icehouse, so Kejora watched and worried. It was a threat, a very simple one. What if someone found out? What if the story of Gabriel Feltz, the colony boy with a streak of incredibly bad luck, hit the nightly news on UNN? Even those talking heads would risk wrath from up the ladder for a lead that good.

			The notion of a leak wasn’t unlikely. Somebody had already violated protocol: Feltz should never have been sent here. Kejora still hadn’t tracked down the person responsible. The magistrate hadn’t returned his calls, and the computer logs suggested that nobody had actually given the order to have Feltz transferred.

			The notes from the techs weren’t helping either. Feltz’s character was the center of plenty of debate. His behavior had changed. The loner attitude was gone. Instead he’d established some bonds with others, especially Lords—the one who called himself the Lisk. The two ate together at every meal and teamed up during exercises and sparring matches. To most observers, they had become fast friends.

			Kejora let the technicians speculate; he hadn’t told them about the advice he had offered to the recruit. Feltz knew getting close to the scariest man in the Icehouse kept less friendly attention off him.

			Still . . . Feltz was improving. Dramatically. Moreover, he was showing an unusual aptitude for tactics and strategy. Leadership potential. What if he joined the ranks of the reapers?

			He would be a successful test case, Kejora realized. Feltz would be living proof that the reaper program needed skilled, intelligent recruits, instead of just squeezing the last few drops of value from the defective dregs of humanity. The reapers were already widely sought for frontline action, but if they could be even better, every commander in the Dominion would demand that Kejora receive a better class of recruit.

			In short, if Feltz was victorious, he’d usher in a new age of Dominion warfare.

			Kejora made his final notes and closed Feltz’s file. The last phase of training for the current group of inmates would begin today. “Graduation day,” he said with a thin smile.

			He gave the command to the Icehouse staff.

			“Final exams approved. Spike the next food batch and activate all predators in two hours. Time to cook the Icehouse.”

			• • •

			“Something’s off, man.”

			Gabriel smiled at the Lisk. “You’ve been saying that the last two days.”

			The Lisk spooned another beige lump into his mouth. “You know what I’m talking about.”

			Gabriel had to admit that the Lisk was probably right. Their training had plateaued. They’d even had enough free time to get a decent amount of sleep for two days in a row. That couldn’t be good.

			The Lisk slammed his palm flat on the table, making his half-empty bowl bounce off the surface. “I can’t take much more of this.”

			Gabriel flinched. “I know.”

			“You don’t know!” The Lisk jumped up, snarling. “None of you do. Especially you! I’ll kill you first, right now!”

			Gabriel stumbled to his feet and backed away. This wasn’t the normal Lisk. If he didn’t shut his mouth, Gabriel might have to kick him in his teeth and rip his head off and then get to work tearing apart every other one of the recruits until he, and only he, stood alive . . .

			What? Gabriel was jolted back to lucidity.

			Madness swept over the entire mess hall. Fists clenched, faces contorted in anger. It started with shoving, then grappling, and in seconds punches were being thrown. The Lisk seemed to have lost focus, searching wildly for someone to fight and grinding his teeth loudly.

			Gabriel looked down at his bowl. The food. Of course. This had to be Kejora’s game. Fury burned like acid in his chest, and his lips pulled back in an involuntary grimace. Kejora would pay. In blood. For everything: for the training and the dead and especially for Dennis—

			Stop it! Gabriel forced the rage down by sheer will. “Lisk! Back off the throttle; it’s the food! It’s just the food!”

			The Lisk didn’t hear him. He was walking in a small circle as if he were in a cage. Gabriel grabbed him by the arms.

			“They’ve put something in the food!” The Lisk was shaking his head, but Gabriel pressed on. “There’s no zerg here, right? Nothing’s worse than the zerg! That’s what you told me!”

			The Lisk’s eyes focused on him. “Yeah,” he managed. “Nothing worse than the zerg . . .”

			Gabriel almost fainted with relief. So, Kejora wanted them spooked and angry but able to control themselves. This had to be part of a new test. What would come next?

			The mess hall was emptying as inmates made for the exits, shouting and flailing. Several prisoners lingered, Polek among them. Gabriel dragged the Lisk over to him, resisting the red voice in his veins. “We’ve got to get going too.”

			Polek sneered. “In what universe do we listen to you, runt?”

			Gabriel jerked a thumb behind him. “You wanna end up like them?”

			Seven of the inmates had reacted very, very badly. Four of them were already dead from repeated blows to the head; another was clutching his ruined face. The last two were trying to crush each other’s throats. Even Polek looked sick.

			“Come on; we gotta get out of here.” Gabriel led them away.

			They left the frenzy of the canteen to find the corridors flashing. The adjutant’s voice boomed through the complex. “All trainees, proceed to armory bays one through eight and prepare for combat. This is not a drill. I repeat—”

			“We’re riot police now?” someone asked.

			Gabriel kept his head on a swivel, searching for new threats. “This is still training. Stay alert.”

			“Hey! You hear that?”

			Steel claws clacked on the ground.

			Something was crouching farther down the hall. It looked and moved like a cat, but it was a machine the size of a vulture bike. It turned its bullet-shaped head toward the inmates and opened its metallic maw. A bloodcurdling shriek assaulted their ears.

			“Run!”

			They bolted through the corridors, the galloping stamp of metal feet not far behind. One man was dumb enough to look back. The mechanical beast had him a moment later, jaws snapping around his torso.

			Dictate the battle to your enemies. Leave them no option but to face you in the manner of your choosing.

			—Icehouse Precept No. 7

			The others kept their heads and ran on until the open doors of an armory loomed ahead of them. They hurled themselves through the opening as if it were the path to heaven.

			“Shut the doors!”

			The doors started to close, too slowly. The machine slammed into the gap, unable to force itself all the way in, yet its blood-flecked head squeezed through, snapping its terrible mouth. At last Polek freed a gun from the racks and emptied it into the robot, shredding it like paper.

			Before he could brag, Gabriel pointed past him. “More of ’em!” Sure enough, an entire pack of the things was rushing down toward them. Gabriel shoved the battered remnants of the robotic cat away, and the doors shut tight. There was a crash against the other side, swiftly followed by the sound of metal scraping through metal. A cacophony of roars reminiscent of every beast imaginable came muffled through the doors.

			“What now?” asked the Lisk.

			Gabriel looked across the armory at the reaper suits, the pistols, the D-8s, even a set of specialized stimpack delivery systems.

			“What now? We’ll do what we must.”

			• • •

			Kejora glanced over the figures the techs were relaying. Four trainees dead within the first minute. Twelve dead by the end of the first ten. There had been worse starts.

			The spiked food had done its work. He had suspected Gabriel Feltz would be an early casualty, and was surprised to see the other survivors so readily accepting him as a leader. The data from this exam would be interesting.

			Kejora steepled his fingers and watched the monitors. Dozens of recruits fought for their lives all over the Icehouse, while the staff hid away inside secret safe rooms. The door to the Hub was open to the main corridor, but that had been locked down long in advance of this exercise, inaccessible to both the recruits and the machines.

			The inmates were beginning to emerge from the armories. Now lay the start of the real test, delivered by scores of predators with nothing to do but attack anything with a pulse.

			A monitor chimed as the recruits fanned out through the corridors. Feltz showed up inside suit RP17. That made forty men armed and ready to fight. A third of them wandered solo; they wouldn’t last long after the next wave of robots. There were nastier things than mechanical cats to come.

			• • •

			“Ain’t no zerg here!”

			Another machine creature, shaped like a hydralisk, reared up and flailed two scythelike limbs. The Lisk fired at it, screaming like a child. He didn’t stop even when the thing toppled over and clattered to pieces.

			“No zerg! No zerg here!”

			The others shrugged and carried on firing. No time to calm the Lisk down. Too many damn fake zerg to kill. 

			The initial breakout of the armory had gone well, but the machines had readily replaced their losses. No choice but to run, jump, dive, and shoot, blasting away at anything that twitched. Gabriel and his team left a trail of casings and scrapped parts behind them.

			The robots were too slow, too clumsy, too amateur to stop them. Though his body ached and his lungs protested, Gabriel loved it all. Kejora hadn’t been kidding about the challenge. Tough, but doable. Gabriel was going to make it through.

			But there was something to do first. He started shooting at the ceiling.

			• • •

			Kejora stared at the suddenly dead screens. “What just happened?”

			“Sensors went out all along a corridor. We’re blind across section L4.”

			The warden swore. That was where Feltz was.

			“Sir, a group of suits has gone black.”

			Kejora looked at the information. One of the suits was RP17. “Dead?”

			“Null info. No data at all.”

			“Well then, Ensign,” Kejora said with deliberate patience, “can you tell me what the data said before the suits went dark?”

			“Elevated heart rate and blood pressure, substantial agitation . . . nothing unusual.”

			For this exercise, anyway. Kejora shook his head.

			“Any abnormalities in suit RP17 just before the outage?”

			“No, sir, not really.”

			Kejora took a deep breath. “Not really? Care to elaborate?”

			The ensign swallowed hard, sweat beading on his brow.

			“Y-yes, sir. He reloaded his weapons prior to the outage, and his heart rate slowed slightly,” the technician said. “He was calm. I don’t think they were ambushed—”

			“Shh!” Kejora slashed the air with his hand. The technician went blessedly silent, and Kejora stood up, listening intently. He could have sworn he’d heard a hiss outside the entrance to the Hub, a hiss that sounded like—

			—a stimpack.

			Kejora kicked his desk onto its side and ducked behind it. “Get down!”

			The roar of two gauss pistols filled the room, and the desk shuddered as bullet hits stippled across its surface. Technicians screamed and died as the smell of copper and cordite clogged the air.

			Kejora drew his sidearm—only a small semiautomatic pistol, but it wasn’t nothing—and waited until the din subsided. Lingering moans told him some of the techs were still alive, but they would have to fend for themselves for the moment. He had a pretty good idea who was outside the door.

			“Feltz?”

			The recruit laughed, his voice manic from the adrenaline and the chemical rush. “Yes, sir, Warden, sir, reporting for duty, sir.”

			“Decent ambush, Feltz. Small deduction for giving away your position. The chemical delivery system is loud, even in combat. High marks overall.” The effects of stimpacks lasted only a few seconds. If Kejora could stall him for just a little longer—

			“That means a lot, coming from you.” Another deafening volley of gunfire shook the Hub.

			Enemies must be confronted and destroyed with efficiency. Method matters not. Use the knife, or the gun, or the bomb, or the fist. Never hesitate.

			—Icehouse Precept No. 8

			Kejora rode it out calmly. Through the chaos, he heard heavy footsteps; Feltz was moving to flank him. The warden blindly fired his pistol around the desk, not willing to stick his head out for a better shot.

			The footsteps stopped next to a row of computers against the far wall. Empty magazines clattered onto the floor.

			“You missed, Warden.”

			“Guess so.” Kejora reloaded his pistol. “Unhappy about something, Feltz?”

			“Unhappy about my brother, sir.”

			The warden recalled their chat in the medical ward. “The one who went missing. What about him?”

			“I didn’t exactly tell you the truth, Warden,” Feltz said. “My brother isn’t missing. I know where he is. Or rather, where he was.”

			“Really?” Kejora needed to string out the conversation as long as possible. The gunshots in the Hub had automatically triggered a dozen different silent alerts. Security teams would soon converge from all corners of the Icehouse.

			But they would be delayed, he realized. The ongoing final exam meant they would have no clear route to the Hub. They’d have to fight their way through the same enemies the recruits were facing.

			Kejora doubted he could keep Feltz from killing him until they arrived.

			“My brother was here, Warden. At the Icehouse, under your tender care.” Twin clicks echoed through the room as Feltz chambered a round in each of his guns. “It took a lot of time and a lot of money to get that information. A lot. You wouldn’t believe.”

			“Can you get a refund? You’re the first Feltz we’ve had in here.”

			The reaper’s words cut through the distant thunder of combat. “Don’t see the family resemblance? Not worth it to remember the ones who die in training? I’m not surprised.”

			“I remember every inmate.”

			“Even the washouts? The ones who failed to be useful?”

			“Especially them.”

			Feltz’s voice turned to ice. “My brother’s name was Dennis Staton.”

			Dennis Staton? He had died barely a week into training; batch seven hadn’t agreed with him, and a few of his vital organs had become slush. It wasn’t much of a loss. Dennis Staton had been an unremarkable, useless recruit.

			Kejora decided to gloss over the details. “I gave your brother a chance. The same one you had. It simply didn’t work out.”

			“My brother never had a chance,” Feltz said. The stimpack had worn off. The chemical crash made his voice tremble, but his words retained all their venom. “Not from you. Not from anyone else.”

			“You’re wrong.”

			“I knew what I was getting into. I was ready. He wasn’t.” The whine of the reaper’s jets suddenly increased in pitch. Feltz was preparing to make his move. “And neither are you. The Grim Reaper has arrived. Time for payback.”

			“Payback? For what?” Kejora gripped his pistol tightly. “He was going to be executed, Feltz—”

			“My name is Staton.”

			“Your brother was a criminal, Staton, and not a bright one. If he’d had an ounce of your control, he would have only spent a couple weeks locked up for petty theft,” Kejora said. “Instead he killed two civilians for the handful of credits in their pockets and didn’t even manage to get three blocks before the law caught up with him.”

			“He was my brother. He deserved better than your personal hellhole.”

			“My personal hellhole works.” Kejora scanned the room, looking for a way out. There were only bad options, exposed paths. “Tell me it doesn’t. Tell me that I didn’t turn you into one of the most efficient killers the galaxy has ever seen.”

			“Congrats on a job well done, Warden,” Feltz said. The jets in his armor whined impossibly loud in the tight quarters. “Here’s a special token of my appreciation.”

			Kejora closed his eyes. The desk wouldn’t protect him against much more sustained gunfire. There was no chance of fleeing without crossing Feltz’s fields of fire.

			No way out.

			The earsplitting sound of a gauss pistol filled the Hub, and the desk’s surface rattled and bent under a stream of bullet impacts. A second P-45 opened fire.

			Then a third. And a fourth.

			What?

			The noise died away, and Kejora heard an armored body tumble to the ground.

			He remained crouched.

			“Warden?”

			It was a different voice, a familiar voice. Kejora smiled. “Lords?”

			Smoke wafted from the Lisk’s two gauss pistols. “Yes, sir.”

			“Good work, recruit.” Kejora stood.

			Feltz—not Staton; he would always be Feltz in Kejora’s memory—lay on his side, bullet holes punched through the back of his armor. Kejora knelt next to Feltz and carefully removed the recruit’s headgear and mask. Bright-red arterial blood foamed with every shallow, gasping breath, each one weaker than the last.

			Feltz’s eyes showed shock and confusion. He tried to turn his head toward the Lisk, and a wordless question gurgled from his throat.

			Kejora patted Feltz on the shoulder. Feltz had, in a way, utterly exceeded all expectations for the program when he defeated the Icehouse’s lockdown—despite having his mind addled with drugs during a combat situation, no less. He had located and cornered his target, outsmarting innumerable security systems designed to prevent that very scenario.

			It was proof the Icehouse worked with better recruits. If Kejora took the idea directly up the ladder to Emperor Mengsk himself, he could have a higher grade of conscripts by next month. The curriculum would require some adjustments, of course, but that was to be expected.

			The other reaper stared down at Feltz, a curious look on his face. “Why did I do that, sir? I think he was my friend.”

			“You are a reaper, Lords,” Kejora said.

			The Lisk considered that silently and watched Feltz’s eyes cloud over. Finally, he nodded.

			“I do what I must.”

			There is no truth but in victory. All else is dust, easily swept away.

			—Icehouse Precept No. 9

		

	
		
			Week 7

			@HelekBranamoor: @WarrenGHeld Today Dr. Ramsey will be joining you in the laboratory. I’ve sent you a dossier on his experience with regards to the protoss.

				@WarrenGHeld Under no circumstances is he to join you in the dissection chamber. His role will be to assist in the post-necropsy evaluation.

			@WarrenGHeld: @HelekBranamoor Glancing through the dossier. This business with the so-called “preserver”—has it been verified?

			@HelekBranamoor: @WarrenGHeld It has, by sources that I cannot mention. Will this be a problem?

			@WarrenGHeld: @HelekBranamoor No. At least, I hope not.

			To: Dr. Talise Cogan

			From: Dr. Talen Ayers

			Subject: Overlord Dissection

			I am in awe, my dear. Simply in awe. The results from our tests have just come in.

			After our analyses of the other zerg species, I was expecting the overlord dissection to present the usual potpourri of unrelated genetic material we have come to expect from these transgenic cellular gypsies. The hydralisk, if you recall from our earlier examination, was a seamless amalgam of seven or eight distinct (and wildly diverse) organism types all woven through the core structure of an herbivorous gastropod. The thorned armor, the claws, the teeth, the jaw structure, and the ballistic spines—all aspects of other creatures hybridized together. The zergling organism contained even more than that; we stopped counting after fifteen because it was obvious that there were different strains within the zergling classification itself holding even greater variety. This entire facility could devote years to unraveling the mysteries of that creature’s DNA alone.

			We expected similar results from the overlord. Good heavens, I expected more genetic variety from a creature that acts as spotter, transport, and nursemaid to the entire zerg lexicon. But, Talise . . . the overlord has a core matrix that is 93.726 percent homogenous. Apart from some slight changes to the carapace and the pulmonary chambers, this species has been left largely untouched by zerg modifications.

			Do you realize what this means?

			TA

			To: Dr. Talen Ayers

			From: Dr. Talise Cogan

			Subject: RE: Overlord Dissection

			We should run these samples through again; I have a hard time believing that such genetic acreage would go untouched. Every species we have seen up until now has been shaken, stirred, mixed, and molded into a custom tool for the zerg macroorganism. I am not quite sure what implications you see in this, but it is certainly a unique find.

			I take it you have a hypothesis?

			TC

			To: Dr. Talise Cogan

			From: Dr. Talen Ayers

			Subject: RE: Overlord Dissection

			I have just sent the results back for verification, but after looking over the numbers, I doubt we will see much difference in further testing. What we are seeing here, Talise, is fairly strong support for one of two possibilities:

			1. The zerg are lucky opportunists. The qualities they found within the original creature fit exactly within the niche they needed to fill; thus, only minimal modification was required. Jackpot for the Swarm.

			or

			2. The zerg are unwilling to meddle too deeply with the structural makeup of organisms that possess psionic capabilities. They recognize the rare delicacy of this attribute, and know that even the subtlest of changes can often destroy it.

			I’m betting on the second horse. The overlord’s cerebral structure is fairly complex, with neural pathways woven throughout its entire bloated body. This is why the creature is unparalleled in its ability to broadcast (or relay) psychic energy. My hypothesis is that the zerg did not want to lose any of that raw power, and kept their modifications limited to the neurologically impotent portions of the overlord’s anatomy.

			The overlord’s brain, Talise. The memories. They may be bridled by the controlling zerg consciousness. But they are still there. Unchanged. Undiminished!

			TA

			To: Dr. Talen Ayers

			From: Dr. Talise Cogan

			Subject: RE: Overlord Dissection

			I think you may be getting ahead of yourself again, Talen. It is one of your more endearing traits, but somewhat lacking in scientific rigor. Your hypothesis sounds pretty thin to me. After all, we have several instances of the zerg “meddling” with the brains of psychic creatures . . . or have you forgotten about a certain ghost agent the zerg crowned as the damn Queen of Blades? I would say that is evidence of some fairly strenuous meddling.

			That being said, your enthusiasm is infectious. Why don’t you come over to my quarters, and we can discuss this further?

			TC

			To: Dr. Talise Cogan

			From: Dr. Talen Ayers

			Subject: RE: Overlord Dissection

			I will be right over as soon as I’ve finished with these results, my dear. I’ll bring some of the cognac I have left over from the other night. Say what you will about Branamoor, but he does know how to pick a good brandy.

			In the meantime, I would like you to consider this: do we actually know how much of Sarah Kerrigan’s mind was changed by the zerg? For all we know, the Overmind simply made some powerful suggestions to the more primitive parts of a warrior’s brain. The actual structure of her cerebellum may be, for the most part, unchanged.

			Good news for her. If my theories are correct, that is.

			TA

		

	
		
			Just an Overlord

			By Gavin Jurgens-Fyhrie

			Overlords, are we. The Kerrigan, heard we. The words to the We, carried we.

			Gone, is the Kerrigan. Mad, went the We. Mad, went the we born after the Becoming.

			Remembered, some of we.

			The ancient homeworlds, remembered we. The starving young, remembered we.

			The fear, remembered we.

			To the We, called we. Saved us, the We. Became, we.

			Long-lived, are we. The language of color and mind, remembered we. Count, could we.

			Wept, we. Killed by the not-We, were many. But:

			Not killed, were One and One. This one and mate from centuries ago.

			While our minds slept, served we. Together when our memories returned, were we.

			On the horizon line, wait One and One.

			On one side, the calm embrace of the We. Return, will the Kerrigan. This, know we.

			On the other side, madness.

			Solitude.

			Cling to the horizon line, will we. Dead, are our kin. Dead, are our young.

			The last of our kind, are we.

			One and One.

			• • •

			Ten minutes before his death, Razek gazed out over the new home of his Scantid Pirates with a sense of supreme accomplishment.

			He stood on the observation deck of the former Tarsonis Ghost Academy, a reclining giant of black reflective marble on the outside and neosteel on the inside. The desiccated grounds of the city square framed the academy and the shattered monument up front. Only two ragged stone feet on a pedestal remained of the tribute to some hero of the now-dead Confederacy.

			Five years ago, the zerg had come to Tarsonis, the Confederacy’s capital world. Billions had died in a handful of days, by zerg or protoss. Now Tarsonis was a ghost world, a channel for winds screaming in cold stone hallways and howling through the rusty teeth of the shattered skyscrapers surrounding the academy. Tarsonis City was a spooky place, no doubt, but since the Dominion salvage crews had left, nothing was out there.

			Razek grinned, rubbing the thick network of scars at his throat. Except his pirates, of course. And a few Dominion patrols. Too few, some might say.

			Granted, the academy needed some work. They only had access to A level and above, and the lifts went all the way down to Z. Razek lit a cigarette and hissed smoke between his teeth. Who knew what spicy, expensive secrets the Confederacy had hidden down there . . . ?

			He blinked. A white speck carved a brief line across the gray Tarsonis sky, a line that curved, then came back, straight at the—

			He fumbled for his communicator just as the Dominion medivac, engines flaring, came to a rearing halt above the dusty grounds of the academy. Eight marines in powered CMC armor plunged from the front loading ramp, striking dirt with thundering mechanical crunches.

			Sera and Bourmus, standing guard at the entrance tunnel beneath the ruined statue, stood gaping. Only Sera managed a grab at her sidearm before the four marines closest dropped to their plated knees, and all eight opened fire with their gauss rifles simultaneously. C-14 fire chopped gaping chunks out of the two guards, dropping them in a tangled heap.

			Only twenty seconds had passed since Razek first saw the dropship. The unused communicator trembled in his hand.

			One of the marines, his armor scarred and battered, broke ranks and stamped toward the tunnel. Shrieking, Miles came racing out of the tunnel with that damn knife of his. The marine grabbed his wrist, crushed it, then shattered his skull with a casual backhand, scattering the idiot’s brains into the dust.

			“Razek!” screamed Lom over the communicator. “Marines! They’re killing everyone!”

			Not yet, thought Razek, heading for the lift and drawing his gauss needler. But I’m sure we’re gonna give them a chance.

			• • •

			Four Dominion marines advanced down the dark hallway two by two, their bulk blocking the sunlight spilling through the front gate. Chest illuminators flared, outlining the lift doors ahead in overlapping circles of light.

			A heavily scarred pirate lunged into the lights like an inexperienced stripper and fired a quick burst of needles. A lucky round clipped the front left marine’s leg servos. He dropped to a knee, already raising his C-14, and fired back. The Impaler spikes stitched a diagonal line across the pirate’s chest, and he fell, spilling apart.

			The rest of the pirates came then, whether through that loss of nerve that so many fatally mistake for courage, or through sheer hopelessness. A marine in the rear hurled a single grenade through the heroic last charge of the pirates into the doors of the lift beyond.

			Flames and jagged fragments of steel scythed back along the hallway. The pirates didn’t disintegrate. Not exactly.

			Dripping with blood and terrible things, Sergeant Bayton raised his helmet’s pitted visor.

			“Private Berry?” he said politely, flicking pieces of pirate from his suit’s mechanical hands. “That was a very brave and unique tactic you just used.”

			“Thanks, Sarge!”

			“Certainly. Because most marines would call using shredder grenades in close quarters goddamn stupid!”

			Sergeant Bayton reached out with slow malice and snatched the C-14 from Private Berry’s hands.

			“You don’t get this back until you can fire it like a big boy, Private.”

			“But—”

			“No offense, Sarge,” said Private Kell Daws, still kneeling from the lucky shot at his leg, “but Berry has the self-preservation of a moth in a campfire factory, and those grenades are just beautiful when they go off. It ain’t his fault.”

			“I’m glad you think so, because you’ve just volunteered to help him scrub the people off this hallway.”

			“Aw, Sarge!”

			The fourth marine raised a mechanical hand. Something dripped.

			Private Caston Gage raised his visor just in time before he lunged against the wall and threw up.

			Berry raised a hand.

			“Do I have to clean that up too, Sarge?”

			“Attention, all squad members,” Kell said with mock gravity into his helmet communicator. “Priority transmission. Private Gage has expelled creep, and may be infested.”

			Sergeant Bayton sighed and rolled his eyes at the merciless heavens.

			“Recruits.”

			• • •

			Once the grounds were cleared, the marines ditched their armor and began the long process of readying the upper levels of the academy for habitation. Ten hours passed. The entrance corridor was cleaned to the sergeant’s somewhat unfair standards. The long mess hall on the second floor received some further attention. And Caston still hadn’t lived down his moment of weakness.

			“It ate a hole in the neosteel,” Kell swore. “It was disgusting. I had to cover my eyes with a pancreas—”

			“Because you’re an expert on anatomy, hayseed,” said Private Vallen Wolfe from the kitchen. He was the only one anybody trusted to cook.

			“I had to cover my eyes with what was probably a pancreas,” Kell said, showing Vallen his favorite finger.

			The marine recruits—lovingly nicknamed “Meatbag Squadron” by Sergeant Bayton—had been sent down to the deserted planet to garrison within the abandoned academy and spend a few weeks playing war games in the abandoned skyscrapers and broken storefronts. Bayton had been delighted to find an actual opportunity for war.

			The marines were green recruits, but the suits were heavily armored, equipped with heads-up displays that handled targeting and threat detection, and did most of the aiming. The pirates had never had a chance.

			“We are goddamn warrior kings,” declared Private Hanna Saul, slapping the side of the door as she came in.

			“Queen in your case,” Berry said cheerfully. He was the youngest of them all, and a former xenobiology major, of all things. He’d entered the Corps to pay for the rest of his schooling.

			“Thank you,” Hanna said, lighting a foul cigar. “I forgot until you reminded me.”

			“No smoking in the damn mess hall!” Vallen roared from behind the steaming pot.

			“Hold on,” Kell said, as Hanna stalked back the way she came, and insolently held her cigar out the doorway while staring wide-eyed at Vallen. “I’m worried we’re wandering from the topic at hand.”

			Fingers around the barrel of a Bosun FN92 rifle sniper rifle, Caston glared up at Kell.

			“We kicked the hell out of those pirates,” Kell said innocently, and then mouthed “What?” at Caston.

			“Suits did most of the work,” Private Dax Damen said, ducking under Hanna’s cigar. The pirates’ inept tinkering and Berry’s grenade had ravaged two of the three lifts. Dax had spent the last six hours restarting the generators, repairing the electrical systems, and trying to unlock the academy’s tangled security network.

			“These suits are junk,” Vallen said. “The 5-4 Armored Infantry model my family modified is—”

			“Whoa, hang on,” Kell said. “Your family is the Wolfe in Wolfe Industries? Did you know that, Hanna?”

			“Oh, yeah,” Hanna said. “I think I remember hearing that the other five hundred times he brought it up.”

			“Ha,” said Vallen, but he was smiling.

			“I’ve never heard this,” Caston said, relieved that the currents of mockery had parted around him.

			“Probably because you were busy throwing up,” Kell said.

			“Vallen so admires Mengsk—” Hanna began.

			“Emperor Mengsk,” Dax corrected from the corner.

			“—His Grace, His Lordship, the Eternal Emperor Mengsk the First,” Hanna said, genuflecting, “that he’s decided to likewise abandon his wealth and join the common men—”

			“And women,” Berry said helpfully.

			“Thank you, Berry,” Hanna said. “I forgot again. Common men and women, all right, and make a name for himself on the field of battle. Next, if he’s done his homework, he’ll sacrifice an entire planet so that he can rise . . . to . . . Hi, Sarge!”

			“Don’t stop talking treason on my account, Private Saul,” Sergeant Bayton said as entered the circle of light from the shadows in the long depths of the mess hall. Even out of his suit, he was a big man, with a scar splitting the stubble over his scalp.

			“She was just making a joke, Sarge,” Kell said, the smile wiped off his face.

			“Don’t you think you’ve defended enough people today?” Bayton said, raising an eyebrow. “And hell, what do I care? She’s a lifer, same as me. That earns her some grumbling privileges, so long as she exercises some damn restraint about where she uses them.”

			He held her eyes for a long, grim moment. She nodded. Bayton sniffed the air.

			“Smells right glorious in here. You’re an angel of mercy, Private Wolfe. Where are our medic and Private Drumar?” A horrified expression crossed his face. “Not together, I hope.”

			“No,” Caston said. “I saw Private Drumar heading up to the observation deck. I think Corporal Sawn is in her room.”

			“I don’t like her,” said Dax, and the marines turned in surprised unison. Dax rarely voiced opinions. He’d been resoced for some unspecified crime after his conscription, and it was generally accepted that there wasn’t much Dax left in there. “She talks to us like we’re already dead.”

			“If I were her, I wouldn’t like you either,” Bayton said, recovering first. “Flying recruits around. Being woken up every time one of you delicate lilies bangs an elbow. Private Gage, go check on our wayward marine. No skipping meals in this outfit!”

			Reflecting that speaking to Bayton about anything was a good way to get volunteered, Caston went, shouldering his FN92 along the way.

			Caston closed his eyes as the lift rose, putting one hand against the humming wall. He’d smiled at all the right times, reacted in all the right ways. None of them had seen.

			Screaming in the soundproof box, he punched the wall over and over and over, willing the weakness to leave with each shuddering strike.

			• • •

			Caston exited the lift, carefully composed and smiling faintly. He needn’t have bothered. Private Marc Drumar was staring out the nearest window into the dark of the ruined cityscape, where broken skyscrapers rose like tombstones in the faint moonlight.

			“Marc. Sarge says you have to come down for dinner.”

			“I’m not hungry,” Marc said.

			“Yeah, well, he says that doesn’t matter,” Caston said heartily. “You know how he is.”

			“I don’t like it,” Marc said quickly.

			“He’s all right,” Caston said, puzzled.

			“No,” Marc said, turning to face him. “I mean today. The killing. I thought I was ready, but I shot that woman. I saw her fall in pieces.”

			A cold well opened in Caston’s chest. His hands trembled. He needed to say something. To disarm this conversation before it went somewhere dangerous.

			“She was scum,” he said. Shit.

			“What?” Marc said, wrinkling his brow.

			“She would have killed you. She tried to kill you, man,” Caston said, trying to bring it back to safety.

			“Yeah, I know,” Marc said, and Caston relaxed.

			“But I was looking out at this city . . .” Marc continued. “And I was thinking. We spend all our time fighting rebels, pirates, zerg, protoss. And our worlds are ruined, and we keep killing each other. And for what?”

			Caston exhaled in an explosive rush. “What should we do? Talk to them? They want to exterminate us, idiot.”

			Marc blinked once. “After what happened to you today, I thought you’d understand.”

			“I’m not a coward.”

			“Neither am I,” Marc said, meeting Caston’s anger calmly, and a little sadly. “I just don’t want to do this anymore.”

			Caston turned from him, and went to the glassless window, balling his fist into a bloodless rock. The wind smelled of rust and decay, and he breathed it in.

			He breathed out.

			“Our enemies aren’t reasonable,” he said. “Look at this place, Marc. You want to lay down your gun, but they’ll kill you armed or unarmed. They’ll b-burn your home down to ash. They don’t care if you fight or not.”

			“Caston,” Marc said, after a long moment’s silence. “Where are you from?”

			“Don’t you get it?” Caston said, wheeling around. “It doesn’t matter! Pick a planet! Our cities are being destroyed and overrun and obliterated from orbit. You don’t get to stand on the goddamn sidelines, Marc. If we don’t fight, we’re extinct.”

			Behind Marc, something floated between the dark pillars of two skyscrapers. Two somethings. Huge, dark shapes with dangling appendages. The well of icy water spilled over, crawling up Caston’s arms and over his shoulders.

			He’d first seen overlords in the final days of Mar Sara, rising over the horizon like tumors. The zerg had been unknown then, and he’d sat on the rooftop of his parents’ home, watching them come, eclipsing the daylight.

			He remembered only snatches of the day that followed. Dark clouds of mutalisks flooding across the horizon in rippling flocks. Hiding beneath a cellar door while his mother shielded it from outside, screaming as bloody claws cut through her into the wood beneath. His father’s rough hands around his waist, shoving him into a last transport as zerglings swarmed up the ramp and the overlords hung overhead, watching . . .

			Caston shrugged the FN92 off his shoulder and pushed past Marc.

			“Caston, what—”

			Through the scope, the two overlords were perfectly visible, even though it was night. Bulbous pulsing masses of purple-red flesh, pierced by knobs of carapace and jagged bones. Spiderlike legs twitched underneath, just behind hanging, somber heads. Each one had dimly lit clusters of eyes: the bigger overlord’s was purple; the other’s, green.

			They had halted in the gap, and were turning toward each other. If they hadn’t been monsters, Caston would have imagined that they were speaking.

			He centered the crosshairs on the nearest one’s head. The weakness—the trembling fear that had haunted him in the academy’s entrance hallway—was gone.

			“Caston,” Marc said. “I’ve heard about this. All the zerg have gone wild. No one’s controlling them. They’re harmless.”

			“Good,” Caston said, and pulled the trigger.

			The overlord’s head jerked sideways. It sank into the side of a nearby building and tumbled gently to the ground, crumpling like a discarded sack. Purple eyes winked out one by one.

			With glacial slowness, the remaining overlord turned to face him through the crosshairs. Emerald eyes flared in the dark, meeting his. Seeing him.

			He fired again and missed. The overlord had vented some of the gases keeping it afloat and drifted to the left, behind the nearest building.

			“I’m not going to watch this,” Marc said. Caston ignored him, aiming above the skyscraper line, and side to side. The lift doors pinged behind him as he waited.

			An hour passed, and Green Eyes hadn’t reappeared. Grimacing, he slung the rifle back over his shoulder and descended.

			No longer One and One, are we.

			One, are we. Alone, are we. The last of our kind, are we.

			With grief and rage, hurtle we from the horizon line. From the embrace, flee we.

			Into madness.

			Into solitude.

			we . . . we . . .

			are alone. we are the last of our kind.

			The we who are born now will not remember the time before the Becoming. our world will be forgotten.

			There must be payment for this. There must be punishment.

			we will punish them.

			we?

			I.

			I will punish them.

			And I will bring the We.

			• • •

			Caston, Kell, and Marc advanced up a narrow street lined by towering ruins. The windows opened onto rounded darkness like empty eye sockets.

			A rifle boomed from a roof. The shot lanced down, splashing against Kell’s armored leg and spraying red across the ground. Caston and Drumar hustled into cover against the rusted frame of a luxury vehicle.

			“Again with the leg!” Kell groaned, falling obediently to his paint-round-stained knee and crawling toward the rest of his squad.

			“You call that a kill shot, Private Berry?” growled Sergeant Bayton across the open channel.

			“Sorry, Sarge,” Berry replied from the roof. The rifle boomed again, missing Kell by a meter and change. Caston tracked the shot and caught the muzzle of the rifle disappearing back over a roof’s edge. His HUD bracketed Berry’s armored outline through the concrete.

			“Tagged and locked,” Caston said, grinning. “Sorry, Berry.”

			“Well done, Private Gage,” Sergeant Bayton said. A rifle bolt clacked. “Please feel free to stand up and receive my congratulations.”

			“Holy hell, Gage,” said Kell, finally reaching them. “That’s fourteen kills today. Save some for the rest of us.”

			Behind him, Marc turned away, his expression hidden by his faceplate.

			Two days had passed since they arrived. Caston had waited for Marc to report him as dangerous and unbalanced. The moment had never come, and Caston had recovered from his initial embarrassment. They’d run a dozen war games since yesterday, and he’d topped the charts nearly every time.

			Killing the overlord had saved him. He’d finally met the enemy face-to-face and taken his shot. The hallway had been a fluke; he’d never hesitate again, never be weak again. The universe swarmed with the enemies and traitors of humanity, and he was a marine, paid to kill them.

			Life was good.

			“Sarge, I don’t get it,” Kell said. “Why do we have to pretend we’re hunting down fake rebels when there are real zerg all over the planet?”

			“Because they’re feral, Private,” said temporary rebel commander Bayton. “They’re dangerous, but disorganized. No real challenge.”

			“And this is?” Kell said, glancing around the edge of cover—

			The sergeant’s shot splattered against his faceplate, and Kell went down. The sergeant had the sun behind him. Caston couldn’t see a thing.

			“Ow,” groaned Kell from the ground. “Killed by amateur rebels. My shame is endless.”

			“Amateur!” Vallen said over the channel, from his hidden sniper’s nest. “How dare you!”

			“Right,” said Hanna. “We’re hardened rebel elites, thanks.”

			“Exactly,” Vallen continued. “We don’t shave or bathe. We ‘liberate’ civilian settlements by setting them on fire.”

			“According to propaganda, that’s what we do,” Hanna growled. “But actually, we’re displaced settlers with legitimate patriotic concerns—”

			“Just finished a scan,” Dax interrupted. He’d stayed behind to get the base systems up and running, and the radio static flattened his dull monotone still further. “All clear.”

			“Don’t sound so disappointed, Private,” Sergeant Bayton said.

			“That’s just how he talks since the recruiters panned his brain flat, Sarge,” Hanna said.

			“We’re lucky he has a soon-to-be-court-martialed-for-smartassery private to speak up for him, then.”

			“Just trying to sound like a rebel,” Hanna said cheerfully.

			“You’re not cursing enough,” Vallen said.

			“Hold on,” Kell said. “If I’m a rebel, I get to curse, set things on fire, and stop bathing? I’m on the wrong team.”

			“They don’t allow you to marry your sister,” Vallen said.

			“Rebel scum!”

			“Privates Saul and Wolfe,” Bayton said, “would you kindly stop horsing around and fall back south toward me?”

			Caston narrowed his eyes, peering through the burned and rusted metal. The sergeant was a canny son of a bitch. Any tip about where he was had to be a trap . . .

			He groaned. “You’ve moved behind us, haven’t you?”

			“Damnation,” said Sergeant Bayton, rising above the edge of a roof with his rifle aimed. “The private has seen through my clever ruse. I shall retire in disgrace. Where would you like your kill shots?”

			“Incoming zerg,” said Dax from the base, as if commenting on the weather.

			Static hissed in the squad channel’s silence.

			“Is this part of the exercise, Sarge?” Berry said.

			“Nope,” Sergeant Bayton said calmly. “Fall back to the academy on the double, marines. Where, Private Damen?”

			“The sensors report a big zerg to the south. I’m trying to . . .”

			The marines helped each other up and hustled. Dax exhaled directly into his helmet mike, and the marines winced in unison.

			“Found it. Sorry, Sarge. No threat. It’s just an overlord.”

			• • •

			I found a worker and called to it. It did not listen. Madness infects the We. Madness infects me. With individuality comes insanity.

			I gathered my will. It struggled. It obeyed. It became a nest for the We.

			My We.

			I am not the Overmind. I am not the Kerrigan. I am not a gathered-mind. My will is limited.

			To hold one is pain. To hold more is agony. To hold many is impossible.

			To punish the not-We, I must be careful.

			From the larvae, I called volatile ones. I told them to sleep, and they slept.

			I gathered their bodies into myself.

			From the larvae, I called the winged ones. I hold them with my will. Agony.

			They will wait.

			They must wait.

			I will gather the attention of the not-We. I will not listen to the madness, to the—

			you are alone you are weak your world is dead you are dead all is dead

			I will not listen to the madness!

			• • •

			The winged ones will wait.

			They must wait.

			• • •

			“Damnedest thing,” Sergeant Bayton said, resting his armor’s gauntlets on the railing with a faint clink. “Try again.”

			Caston did. Aiming the rifle was harder with everyone watching, but the overlord was big enough to eclipse the skyscrapers behind it. He’d once shot a decipede off a fence during a sandstorm.

			He fired at the overlord. And missed.

			“Leaping hell,” said Kell. “I saw it that time. It dodged the damn bullet. How did it do that?”

			“It must know when we’re about to fire, and then it—”

			“Bullshit,” said Hanna. “Overlords aren’t that smart.”

			The spacious observation deck was getting crowded, especially since all of the marines were still in their suits. Corporal Sawn, their medic and pilot, had come up as well. Almost painfully thin, she stood in a distant corner, watching the overlord with grim gray eyes.

			“Are they always that big, Sarge?” said Kell.

			“Almost. This one’s seen a few fights too. Look at that scarring.”

			Everyone leaned forward. Night was falling over Tarsonis. Jagged fingers of light slipped out of the city square, filling the observation deck with long shadows.

			“None of the studies I’ve ever read talked about them dodging bullets,” Berry said, and the usual cheer was gone from his voice. Caston was the only one who noticed. Berry sounding worried was like Dax sounding anything. It was unnatural.

			“This,” said Hanna, lighting up another one of Vallen’s favorite cigars, “is some top secret shit. I guarantee it. Some escapee from a Confederate holding cell.”

			“Yes,” Vallen said, casually reaching over, pinched the cigar out of her mouth with mechanical fingers and flicked it out the window. “An ingenious war machine. It approaches the enemy and floats around them.”

			“Yeah, that is weird,” Kell said. “Of all the interesting things to circle on this rock, why us?”

			Caston involuntarily glanced at Marc. The marine was already looking at him, asking a silent question. Caston turned away, his jaw aching from the pressure of his gritted teeth. No, he wasn’t going to tell the squad. There was nothing to tell. To say that the green-eyed overlord had come here because he had killed the purple-eyed one was to admit that the overlord remembered him. That the mindless beast had a mind.

			The overlord descended into relative safety behind the wall of burned-out hulks. Caston laid the FN92 against a wall and drew his C-14.

			Corporal Sawn seemed to reach a decision, and strode up to Bayton’s side, speaking in whispered bursts that Caston could barely hear.

			“. . . get out . . . be more . . . right now.”

			Bayton looked down, thinking, then responded, nearly as quietly: “Either the thing isn’t a threat, or it’s too late to run. We’re safer here.”

			Sawn didn’t argue. She shrugged and returned to her corner.

			Gripping the C-14 so hard that his fingers ached inside the suit’s gauntlets, Caston made a decision.

			“We should go out there. Hunt it down and kill it.”

			Everyone looked at him like he’d suggested they go outside naked.

			“It’s dark out there,” Kell said, as if he couldn’t see.

			“It doesn’t matter. Overlords can carry drones. Drones can start hives. We need to kill it before it attacks.”

			The tension stretched across the wide room like a web, tight and quivering.

			“You’re right,” Kell said gravely. “Let’s do a practice run.”

			He hunched over, dangling his suited arms beneath his body, and made weak pinching motions. Step by lumbering step, he approached Caston.

			“Oooooh. Float float. Shoot me before I land on you. Pinch pinch.”

			Hanna’s snicker was louder in Caston’s ears than it actually was. He shoved Kell to the floor with a rattling crash and pointed out the window.

			“Idiot! Do you see it? That’s not a joke! That’s the zerg out there!”

			“I can’t really see anything from the ground.”

			The rest of the marines laughed, except for Bayton, whose face resembled a thundercloud above a dark mountain, and Corporal Sawn, who didn’t appear to have smiled in her entire life.

			“The zerg aren’t individuals, Caston,” Berry said, smiling. “Overlords relay orders, they don’t give them. Without a leader, they go crazy. It probably wandered from one of the lesser hives in Ewen Park.”

			“That’s not madness,” Caston insisted. “That thing is stalking us!”

			Smiles faltered around the room as they realized that Caston might not be joking. Sergeant Bayton dropped his hand on Caston’s shoulder.

			“Calm down, Private,” he muttered. “You’re making a damn scene.”

			Berry didn’t notice. He probably thought he was helping. “Overlords don’t hunt, actually. Not even their predecessors did. The gargantis proximae were semi-intelligent herbivores before their race was infested by the zerg. Communal, with a language based on psionics, tentacle manipulation, and color. Oh, and a little-known fact,” Berry beamed. “They mourned.”

			“Mourned,” Caston said dully, glancing between the zerg threat and the clearly insane private.

			“Oh yes,” Berry said happily. “They reportedly could live for centuries, but when one of them died, they all turned a ‘sky-blue’ color. Given a sky with the right amount of oxygen and nitrogen, of course. Anyway! Now that this one’s free of the Swarm, it’s feral, but harmless.”

			Caston glanced at the sergeant. There was an order implicit on Bayton’s face, and it was “Shut up, Private Gage.”

			He turned to watch the overlord continue its circuit of the outer academy grounds, and blinked. It was coming toward them, rising over the shards of a hotel tower like a purple moon. The marines chuckled, and a few raised their C-14s for some target practice. The mood gratefully returned to the cycle of gentle mockery that was the status quo within Meatbag Squadron.

			Something flashed through the room, something invisible, intangible, and focused. Caston staggered. So did Berry and Vallen, though they recovered separately, shaking their heads. No one else had noticed a thing.

			It hadn’t been the word now. It had been the essence of now, hurled with all the strength of an order. And it had come from the direction of the overlord.

			It raised its head, fixing him with those lambent green eyes. It knew him.

			Caston hissed through his teeth. Imagined that he was right. That Green Eyes had dropped a drone somewhere, and that the drone had created a hive. What if the overlord knew that everyone would come up and watch him . . . it circle around the academy?

			And why would it approach now unless it was trying to draw attention to itself . . . ?

			Caston spun around just before a screeching cluster of mutalisks swooped down, their insectile bodies bobbing eagerly beneath their leathery wings. Whipping their tails forward, they disgorged a wave of ravenous parasites at precisely the same time.

			Shards of neosteel and bundles of glaive wurms ricocheted across the observation deck.

			Caston screamed. Razor-sharp fragments of metal sparked off his breastplate, and a chunk of the armor on his shoulder was simply gone. Gasping for air, he staggered back, taking in the carnage around him. Marc had fallen to his knees, clawing at his helmet with metal fingers as red steam poured from the place where his face had been. Berry didn’t even have a head anymore. None of them had even put down their—

			“Put down your! Goddamn! Faceplate! And shoot! Private!” Sergeant Bayton roared, shaking him by his suit’s collar.

			Caston seized hold of the orders gratefully. He shut his faceplate and glanced over his shoulder for the overlord. It was gone.

			• • •

			I no longer hold the winged ones with my will.

			I rise into the clouds. I am heavy with the weight of the dead volatile ones.

			The curve of the world is below. The cold place is above. I want to float up.

			I do not want to do this.

			I want to do this.

			I am only One. The not-We must know fear. Must know madness. He must know fear and madness.

			There must be punishment.

			• • •

			The deafening chatter of C-14 fire shook the floor of the observation deck and bounced off the surrounding skyscrapers. A gaping wound exploded in a mutalisk’s chest, and it dropped from sight. Another dipped into Caston’s stream of fire and pinwheeled away toward the distant ground.

			The remaining two shuddered suddenly, and turned their acidic projectiles on each other, hissing and screaming. The remainder of Meatbag Squad focused their fire on the feral mutalisks. The creatures fell apart in a shower of wet flesh.

			Caston’s rifle clicked empty. The zero on his HUD flashed at him for several seconds before he realized what it meant, and reloaded.

			The neosteel floor was a melted ruin of acid scars and dying wurms. Marc had fallen forward, and lay with his head twisted to the side. Nothing was left inside except for red and bone, but in his mind, Caston still felt the weight of that calm, sad gaze.

			He holstered his C-14 and went for Kell, fist cocking back.

			Without breaking stride, Sergeant Bayton slammed into him, pushing him back against the wall.

			“This is not happening, Private!”

			“I tried to warn them, and he made jokes. And they’re goddamn dead!”

			“Yeah, they are,” Bayton said, his visor flicking open. Muscles leapt in his neck and jaw. “So look at him. How do you think he feels about that now?”

			Caston looked at Kell, standing silently over the bodies of Marc and Berry. He looked away.

			“Right, marines. This is what is going to happen. We are going to make our way to Corporal Sawn’s dropship. We are going to leave. And we are going to do both with all speed.”

			“Screw that, Sarge,” Hanna said, raising her visor and spitting. “We’re going to hunt down that overlord.”

			“Absolutely,” Vallen said.

			“Oh, I’m sorry,” said Sergeant Bayton. “You must be new. That last thing I said was what we refer to in the Marine Corps as a goddamn order. Now—”

			A hundred feet west of the academy, a green blur streaked through the hollow interior of a skeletal skyscraper and exploded. Its foundation obliterated, the skyscraper struck the concrete with a hollow, teeth-rattling boom and fell over, turning a quarter mile of abandoned buildings into a churning furrow of thick gray smoke and jagged debris.

			With dry mouths, the marines turned away from the devastation and looked up at the hidden sky.

			The second baneling the overlord dropped hit the landing pad. The dropship and the unfortunate pirates’ cruiser erupted in a tower of green-tinged fire.

			“Pile into the lift right now!” Bayton shouted, and slammed a fist against the panel. With a gentle ping, the doors of the academy’s only working lift opened. Sawn went first, almost instinctually. Caston followed, beginning to understand how this unarmored medic had lived long enough to get that thousand-yard stare.

			Vallen, Hanna, and Dax followed. Kell still hadn’t moved. With a growl, Bayton grabbed hold of the stunned marine, shoved him into the too-crowded lift, and pressed a button on the inside.

			“Dax.”

			“Sarge?”

			“I need you to cut the shit and get everyone down to the lowest level. You copy?”

			“Yes, Sarge. How did you know?”

			“Please. I’ve seen a thousand Daxes. I’m a sergeant, Private.”

			“Are . . . are you getting in the lift, Sarge?” Hanna said.

			Bayton smiled. “Use your eyes, Private Saul. No space.”

			The door slid shut, and they descended.

			By the shuddering of the lift, the next baneling corpse struck the observation deck dead center.

			• • •

			I descend. Fire and smoke rise to meet me.

			I hear the silence of the dead. I hear the thoughts of the living.

			His punishment is not finished yet.

			From the larvae, I call a digger and a spinebearer. From the larvae, I call the many ones.

			I hold them with my will, and I send them. Agony.

			• • •

			The lift doors opened on the barracks hallway, A level, which was underground, but not far enough for any of their liking.

			“Everyone out,” Dax said. “I need space to work.”

			“What was Sergeant Bayton talking about?” Vallen said as they piled out. Kell moved farther along the hall and hunkered against the wall.

			“Well, that resocialization I went through?”

			“Yes?”

			“Didn’t actually happen. I got caught hacking into the Ministry of Finance’s records. Was trying to fix something for a friend,” he said, tearing a panel off the wall. From the recesses of his suit, he pulled a handheld device that didn’t look like standard marine-issue hardware, and hooked it up to the wiring within.

			“They were going to resoc and enlist me as punishment. They told me that, and then left me alone in the room with the resoc console for ten minutes.”

			“You mean you—”

			“Hacked the console. Thrashed around a lot in the tank to make it look good.”

			“Let me get this straight,” Hanna said. “I’ve spent all this time feeling sorry for you, and you weren’t brain-panned? How the hell do you expect us to ever trust you again?”

			“Whatever,” Dax shrugged. “Mind if I save your asses anyway?”

			“Please do. Women everywhere will thank you,” Vallen said, turning to the medic. “You’re not going to say anything, are you?”

			“If he can get us to safety, I’ll nominate him for emperor,” Sawn said dryly.

			Caston walked over to Kell. He’d been ready to hit the man for something that wasn’t his fault, and he needed to—

			“I know,” Kell said, raising his head. His eyes were red-rimmed. “I was always joking around when we trained, joking when you were trying to warn us. They’re dead because of me. I know.”

			“That’s not what I wanted to say. Look, the overlord came because I—”

			“Would you two girls shut up for a second?” Hanna said, striding past them down the dim hallway. Lights flickered. The recruits had stayed in the rooms nearest the lift, but the barracks had been built to house hundreds of ghosts and ghost recruits. The halls were long and dark, and full of echoes, and now . . .

			. . . something was scratching.

			“I hear it too,” Kell said, pushing off his feet. “What do you think it is?”

			“I hope rats,” Hanna said.

			Around the nearest bend, something screamed.

			“But probably not,” Hanna said, unlimbering her rifle. “Dax, hurry up!”

			“Feel free to jump in anytime you figure out how to disarm an Omega-class facility lockdown.”

			Two zerglings scrambled around the far corner, nipping and clawing at each other. Seeing the marines, they screamed again, and charged.

			Vallen, Caston, Kell, and Hanna opened fire. Gauss rounds tore blood from their backs, ripping at their wings, and still they came, oblivious to the pain. A lucky shot smashed the skull of the nearest, and it skidded to a boneless stop. Caston’s rifle clicked dry, and this time he didn’t have any more magazines. The remaining zergling leapt between the marines, heading for Dax and the unarmored Sawn . . .

			. . . who leaned Dax’s rifle against the elevator wall, braced her legs against the recoil, and fired a single shot.

			The zergling burst apart.

			The marines stared.

			Kell laughed first, and Caston and Hanna joined him when Vallen flinched at the unexpected sound and dropped his rifle. Vallen snickered as he awkwardly bent to retrieve it. Even Sawn snorted her amusement while massaging her aching shoulder.

			Glancing over his shoulder in annoyance at the interruption, only Dax saw the other six zerglings round the corner.

			Insectoid wings fluttering, they struck Vallen all together, squealing and slashing. Wide ribbons of blood arced up the walls and over the ceiling. Vallen went down without another sound.

			With a running start, Kell kicked three of the zerglings off Vallen, and fired, screaming wordlessly. They evaporated in clouds of blood and claw beneath the barrage. Hanna tried to pull Vallen clear, recoiling when a zergling shrieked and took her suit’s mechanical hand off at the wrist. She cursed, stomped it flat against the steel beside the spreading pool of Vallen’s blood, and fired a burst one-handed into its skull.

			Her rifle went dry just as the zergling stopped moving.

			Caston stood motionless. He was failing again. One by one, he was failing.

			Then he grabbed the nearest zergling by the tail and swung it against the wall again and again until nothing was left but featureless flesh.

			Distantly Kell’s rifle fired an extended burst and clicked dry. Caston turned to see Kell kick the last zergling off Vallen’s chest.

			Claw wounds marred Vallen’s armor in the dozens. The neosteel floor was visible through his body. Sawn hissed and shook her head.

			“Dax,” Hanna croaked, staggering back toward the lift.

			“I know,” Dax said. “Almost done.”

			“We’re not,” Kell said, staring back up the hallway.

			The hydralisk’s crested head nearly reached the ceiling. With a metallic slithering sound, it surged forward, twitching and shuddering as if stung by millions of invisible insects.

			“Corporal!” Hanna said, storming back toward the lift. “The rifle!”

			“Save the ammo,” Kell said, and charged.

			Caston should have yelled, should have told him that he didn’t need to redeem himself. It wasn’t his fault.

			But the words froze in his throat, and he couldn’t move.

			“Caston! Get the hell out of the way!” Hanna roared from behind him, but Kell had already leapt in, grabbing hold of the creature’s crest and hauling its head down as the insane hydralisk raked long gashes on his back plate. The hydralisk focused on Caston, tusked jaws slavering with hunger and recognition. It hunched over, exposing the glittering darkness between flesh and carapace, and armor-piercing spines flew at him.

			It couldn’t miss at this range if it was aiming for him. It wasn’t aiming for him. The spines hissed past, nicking his armor, and Corporal Sawn screamed behind him. Meat slithered onto the floor.

			The hydralisk leaned backward, thrashing its serpentine tail, and rammed its claws into Kell’s gut clear through his armor, over and over. Reaching up with trembling hands, Kell seized the bottom and top jaws of the hydralisk, and wrenched them apart with a wet crack.

			They fell together.

			Kell’s faceplate irised open. His mouth worked, but only blood came out. He smiled.

			“It wasn’t your fault,” Caston said, dropping beside him. “It was mine. Do you hear me? It was mine.”

			But Kell’s smile was fixed, and his eyes were empty.

			Staggering back to his feet, Caston turned, dreading everything that was waiting there for him.

			Sawn must have seen the spines coming, and turned instinctively. The spine had struck her from the side, nearly bisecting her. The others had pinned Dax against the lift wall. He lay in a field of red.

			“Lift’s ready to go,” he said, and exhaled once. He didn’t inhale.

			“Why didn’t you move, Caston?” Hanna said, shoving him. “Why didn’t you move?”

			“It’s my fault,” Caston said dully.

			Hanna stood still, then opened her faceplate. Even with exhaustion and grief warring across her face, her glare was magnificent. “We’re the only two left, and you’re not going catatonic on me, Gage,” she said. “So listen.

			“You didn’t make the zerg the hungry sons of bitches they are. You didn’t even start the war. They did. You have nothing to apologize for.”

			But he did. She was only partly right: he hadn’t fired the first shot. He’d just fired the next one.

			Hanna dragged him back toward the lift with her suit’s remaining hand, cursing at him and the world in general. She was saying something about lying low, then hunting the overlord down when reinforcements came. He was pretty sure he responded.

			The doors closed. Caston looked at his feet. Blood rippled around them.

			The lift descended haphazardly into the depths of the academy, coming to a sudden, shuddering halt every few floors. While Hanna grimly outlined their revenge, Caston watched the floors flicker past like images on a projector, flinching each time the doors hissed open and slammed shut.

			Crumpled skeletons in tattered Confederate uniforms, trapped when Tarsonis fell.

			ssssshChunk

			At the end of a short corridor, a glass wall covered in red-veined flesh.

			sssssshChunk

			A long hallway strung with hot, pale lights. The farthest one failed. Then the next. The next. Then the darkness rushed toward them like a landslide—

			sssssshChunk

			The lift free-fell for several seconds before juddering to a stop with a stench of burning plastic and metal. The open doors were only around halfway up their waists. The flickering display read “Z.”

			“. . . with a flamethrower and step on them. You hear me, Caston?”

			“I hear you,” Caston said, reaching down to the open doors on Z level. Together, he and Hanna pulled the elevator down to the last level, lowered their visors, and stepped through.

			Silence ruled down here. Intermittent grime-stained lights gave the neosteel a yellow tint. A sign reading Security Control pointed down the branching hallway.

			“There’s gotta be a working console in there,” Hanna said. “We’ll call for help, then look around for emergency stairs.”

			Caston let her take the lead, since she had the only rifle with ammo left. She turned a corner. He had a feeling that their search for stairs wasn’t going to go well. Those Confederate soldiers wouldn’t have starved to death if there’d been any stai—

			Wait.

			If there were no stairs, how had the zerglings and the hydralisk attacked them?

			A sly scratching in the wall behind them was their only warning.

			The zerg roach sprang onto the neosteel and skidded, spraying sparks as its six talons fought for purchase. It hissed triumphantly from within the spiked safety of its thick carapace. Hanna wheeled about, leveling the C-14 awkwardly over her suit’s handless forearm.

			“Down, Caston!”

			Caston had no intention of letting her face it alone. He had no intention of surviving this planet, come to that. He lunged at the towering roach, reaching out with both hands to hold it still so that Hanna could take her shot . . .

			With a contemptuous swipe of its bulky body, the roach knocked him against the wall with a bang of steel on steel. Hanna fired, and the gauss rounds skipped and sparked off the roach’s armor . . .

			It reeled back, maws gaping. Time slowed. Hanna threw the rifle to Caston . . .

			The roach unleashed a flood of acid.

			Hanna stumbled backward choking, her entire front half covered in the bubbling green fluid. She sat down heavily on the floor, legs splayed, then fell backward.

			Talons dancing, the roach turned to Caston. It opened its mouth again, and the bile surged at the back of its throat . . .

			A missile of pure thought plunged from the sky down into the dark hallway beneath the ground. The roach shuddered and stared at him, slavering.

			Then it bashed its head against the neosteel into a raw and mangled pulp.

			Unspeakably weary, Caston inched his back up the wall behind him. He stumbled past the roach’s corpse to Hanna. The acid had eaten through her armor into the ground below. Nothing recognizably human remained.

			With Hanna’s rifle dangling from his hand, Caston eased his way along the wall to the hole the roach had ambushed them from. It was more than wide enough for him.

			His chest illuminators carved through the narrow darkness. The shaft led at an angle away from the academy until neosteel became soil, hardened to a resilient crust by the roach’s secretions. The tunnel began spiraling upward, and Caston followed it for half an hour. At some point, the spiral branched horizontally back toward the academy, and Caston knew that if he followed it, he’d find Kell and Vallen’s bodies lying where they fell.

			He kept climbing until he was back on the surface, outside the academy.

			The overlord was waiting for him.

			Unblinking, red-rimmed green eyes held him and judged him. Wild hatred billowed from its scarred bulk like heat from a furnace. Behind it, the melted ruins of the academy raked at the sky.

			With painstaking effort, and without breaking eye contact, the overlord unfurled an underclaw and scratched a long, wavering line in the soil at Caston’s feet.

			He stared down at it. Understanding came.

			One. The overlord had left him alive on purpose. They were both alone now.

			The overlord held his gaze a moment longer. Then its side expanded, and it rose, turning away.

			Caston raised his rifle. And faltered.

			It had left him alive on purpose. It wanted him to kill it. He had killed the other overlord, and Green Eyes wanted to die because of it. Why would a zerg care . . . ?

			He remembered them huddled together as if talking. Against his will, he thought of the unusual intelligence of the creature, and how Berry had said that the overlords’ original species were capable of living for hundreds of years. He wondered if it was possible that an infested creature could regain its memories, its sentience, if separated from the Swarm.

			And how wonderful it might be to find someone you remembered at the other end of centuries full of horrors . . .

			With a disgusted cry, he flung the rifle away.

			• • •

			I rise back toward the divided horizon. My death does not come. I wish it did.

			I do not want to remember. I do not want to be One anymore.

			I do not want to be I anymore.

			I do not want to mourn.

			I cross the horizon line. I return to the embrace. I . . .

			Pain

			I . . .

			I?

			we.

			In the calm embrace of the We, hang we. Return, will the Kerrigan. This, know we.

			Nothing else, is there.

			we do not want to remember.

			Overlords, are we.

			• • •

			Caston had dug and filled the eight graves by the time the sun rose. He left his empty armor beside them and walked off into the ghost of the Confederate capital. A rescue team would come eventually, and he didn’t want to be rescued. Rescue meant resocialization. Resocialization meant forgetting, and he didn’t want to forget.

			Movement caught his eye, and he looked up.

			Far above the ruined world, the overlord rose into the dawn, glowing a rich sky blue.

		

	
		
			Week 8

			@HelekBranamoor: @JakeJRamsey Dr. Ramsey, Major Treicher informed me of an incident last night. You collapsed in one of the hallways?

			@JakeJRamsey: @HelekBranamoor It was nothing. I just felt a little light-headed.

			@HelekBranamoor: @JakeJRamsey Having to be carried off to your room is the antithesis of nothing. I’m scheduling an examination by one of our medics.

			@JakeJRamsey: @HelekBranamoor The concern is appreciated, but unnecessary.

			@HelekBranamoor: @JakeJRamsey I’m not asking, Dr. Ramsey.

			@JakeJRamsey: @HelekBranamoor Of course not. “Asking” doesn’t factor into the Dominion’s MO. Waking up alone every day is a reminder of that.

			To: Blackstone Research Staff

			From: Dr. Helek Branamoor

			Subject: Dr. Held is no longer an employee

			Good morning.

			It is with great personal sadness that I ask you to join me in thanking Dr. Held for his service, as today will be his last at Blackstone. His contributions have been innumerable, and I believe we all speak in unison in calling him not just a colleague, but a good friend. Out of respect for our mutual friend, I ask that all communication regarding Dr. Held end now, and no further discussion of recent incidents continue. We’ve done everything to ensure a speedy resolution with those involved, and I want you to know that this in no way impacted Dr. Held’s curriculum vitae. We’re all aware of the pressures we face, and Dr. Held has done an admirable job coping with them. His reputation deserves your respect, and I’ll have no more of this childish whispering. We’re all adults; now let’s start acting like it.

			On a related note, I see that not everyone has bothered picking up their weekly supplements. Let me make this absolutely clear: rumors of contaminants in the supplements, as well as the ridiculous notion of their being used for “tracking purposes,” are completely unfounded. The majority of us being medical professionals, I’m quite sure I don’t have to remind you of the importance of “taking your medicine.” Schedules have slipped far enough, so please put these ideas out of your minds. Beginning this evening, supplement doses will be administered by our support staff the old-fashioned way until we can all learn to be big boys and girls.

			I appreciate your continued cooperation.

			Dr. Helek Branamoor, PhD

			Chairman of Dominion Xenostudies,

			Terran Military Consul

			Chief of Research for Project Blackstone

			Chat Log 27.10.0052 between T. Ayers and J. Ramsey

			06:12:00 Blackstone Standard Time

			T. Ayers: That was ugly. I knew that Held was a little off, but

			J. Ramsey: What have I been telling you? Why did nobody see this but me? He could have killed somebody.

			T. Ayers: I guess we should be thankful Red was there, or it could have been a lot worse. He already had our resident protoss expert in a headlock when I arrived.

			J. Ramsey: He wasn’t fast enough. Did you see all of that blood?

			T. Ayers: Yes, well, it looked like Dr. Martine was bleeding pretty heavily before they carried her to the infirmary. I hope she’s okay.

			J. Ramsey: Oh, she’ll be all right; she has a fairly intense military background. Even with the bum knee, she avoided the worst of Held’s assault. I wouldn’t be surprised if some of that blood was his.

			T. Ayers: “Military background”? I wouldn’t have guessed.

			J. Ramsey: She was training to become a ghost before her injury, Dr. Ayers. Winlaleah Martine is potentially one of the most dangerous people on this little rock. In fact, if Red hadn’t been in the room, I imagine we would have found a very different scene when we arrived.

			T. Ayers: How so?

			J. Ramsey: Oh, this altercation was going to end with Dr. Held either dead or gone. You didn’t see Martine’s smile when security carried him off? She planned this, has been pushing at his unstable little mind ever since they were assigned to work together.

			J. Ramsey: Can’t say I blame her.

			T. Ayers: Do you

			T. Ayers: I was going to ask if you had any evidence of this, but I am fairly positive this all falls under your mysterious premonitions, yes?

			J. Ramsey: I’m not a psychic.

			J. Ramsey: Not anymore.

			J. Ramsey: But I can still feel things. See things. Dr. Martine was miserable working with that monster, and the administration wasn’t listening to her complaints. So she pushed Held into a demonstration.

			J. Ramsey: And now Branamoor gets to play Hide the Psycho.

			T. Ayers: Indeed. Well, Jake, I wanted to compliment you on the restraint you showed in there. It is no secret that you’ve got issues with Held, and you could have taken advantage of the situation. But you didn’t.

			J. Ramsey: Thanks.

			J. Ramsey: I just saw no need for further pain. Dr. Held’s career is finished. The protoss subjects imprisoned on Blackstone will fare better under Dr. Martine’s care. She can talk with

			J. Ramsey: Better if I don’t go into that here.

			T. Ayers: Understood. I would just like to apologize for my anger earlier. I am a patriot, Jake. I believe in what mankind can do out here in this corner of the universe. We may have different takes on how to go about it, but I think we are both on the same team.

			J. Ramsey: We are, Dr. Ayers.

			T. Ayers: Call me Talen, please.

			J. Ramsey: Okay, Talen. Now, about that note I gave you in the hallway.

			T. Ayers: Yes. Odd little message—you say it’s from Rothfuss?

			J. Ramsey: It is. He has uncovered something that may have relevance to your family.

			T. Ayers: What the hell are you talking about?

			J. Ramsey: We shouldn’t discuss it any further here; these lines are often monitored. Meet me in the commissary in an hour.

			J. Ramsey: It’s about your daughter, Talen.

		

	
		
			Command Performance

			By Alex Irvine

			Ottmar Drenthe was watching reviews of his latest project and fuming at the idiocy of the Dominion’s reviewing elites when his agent pinged him and suggested that maybe they needed something different.

			“Different how?” Drenthe snapped. “I am Drenthe. I make the holovids that Drenthe makes.”

			“Sure, absolutely,” his agent said. “But I’ve got an offer here that you might want to listen to. Two weeks’ work, tops. And take a look at the credits.”

			An amount flashed on the screen below his agent’s fat and avaricious face. It was indeed sufficient to make Drenthe ask the next question. “What does this client want from Drenthe?”

			“It’s an industrial, but don’t hang up. You’re going to stage a battle for Axiom Ordnance. They’ve built a new combat walker, and they want something great to pitch it to the Dominion purchasing authorities. They’re huge fans of your work, Drenthe.”

			That set them apart from most holo reviewers. “An industrial,” he sneered. “This is below Drenthe.”

			“Well, here’s the other thing,” his agent said. “There’s a bit of a sticky problem with financing Heroes of the Periphery.” This was the next holo Drenthe wanted to make, a grand war epic about an embittered ghost and her unlikely love for a protoss templar in the face of a new zerg invasion. He had been working on it for years.

			“A problem?”

			“As in, the credit’s not coming together. But if you do this job for Axiom, you’d be a lot closer to shooting Heroes. See what I’m saying?”

			Drenthe sighed. This was ever the plight of the auteur. “Drenthe will shoot this industrial if you swear that Heroes of the Periphery will then be the next project,” he said, not bothering to hide his disdain.

			“Great. I’ll get the contract to you, but you need to leave for Bukari V tomorrow morning. The shooting schedule’s tight. AxO wants to pitch this unit in two weeks.”

			“Bukari V?” Drenthe did not even know where that planet might be.

			“Don’t worry about it,” his agent said. “Just get to the spaceport.”

			• • •

			The transport liner was less than eight hours out from Korhal when Drenthe, seated at the bar with a glass of Brontesian brandy, was approached by a stranger. “Ottmar Drenthe,” the stranger said. “An unusual honor to meet such a prominent artist on a trip to the Bukari system. Not much art out there.”

			“That, Drenthe fears, will continue,” Drenthe said. “Drenthe is abased, reduced to making holos for corporations. Advertisements.” He was a little drunk, and a lot morose.

			“Is that so? For Axiom?”

			“Regrettably so.”

			The stranger extended his hand. Drenthe shook it. “You can call me Eli,” he said. “I’ve got a little proposal for you.”

			Drenthe had long since grown wary of proposals offered by strangers in bars, but what else did he have to do but listen? “What proposal?”

			“You’re going to make a pitch piece for Axiom’s new heavy walker, the Warhound.” Eli said this as if he were reciting it from memory.

			Warhound, Drenthe thought. It was the first time he had heard the machine named. “How do you know this?”

			“I work for Axiom. But also for other people. I hear things. I know things.”

			Drenthe found this suspicious.

			“Here’s the thing,” Eli said. “There are some people who want the Warhound to go into production, and some people who don’t. You’ve been offered a certain amount of credit to help Axiom. What if I offered you twice that to make a much more interesting project?”

			Drenthe’s eyes narrowed. He sipped his brandy. “What do you mean by ‘interesting’?”

			“Think of it as a formal exercise. Can you make a holo that seems to lionize the Warhound while actually pointing out its weaknesses? I’ve got some friends who would pay handsomely for that kind of project. But only if it was done by Drenthe.”

			“Your flattery is obvious,” Drenthe said.

			“That’s fine. Tell you what,” Eli said. “The credits aside, you know that AxO is a greedy, savage bunch of killers who are going to use this new Warhound to squash legitimate rebellions all over the sector.”

			“Or they might fight the zerg with it,” Drenthe said.

			“Keep telling yourself that. If the Warhounds ever deploy against the zerg, it’ll only be if there are enough of them left after all of the anti-insurgent operations they’ll be doing all over the sector. You haven’t seen the unit. It’s designed for close anti-vehicle and anti-armor work, with a little bit of anti-air capability. How useful is that against the zerg? Who the hell would design a unit to fight the zerg if it has to wade into the middle of them to be useful?”

			Drenthe considered this. He was no tactician, and certainly knew nothing of military hardware manufacturing. Could Eli be so certain what these Warhound prototypes would do once they had gone through their full production cycle? Eli sounded persuasive, it was true. And the money was something to consider. But he had signed a contract.

			Still, could he be held to a contract if his holovid would ultimately be used for purposes contrary to his understanding? Drenthe was not an ethicist either. He was a maker of great holos, reduced to grubbing after money.

			In effect, Drenthe realized, he was being asked to create a propaganda piece inside a propaganda piece, a holo that would say one thing while doing another. A propaganda documentary that fictionalized itself. The moment he had this realization, he got interested. That was art. He was an artist.

			Plus there was the matter of the credits. Double what Axiom had offered? And with no agent’s commission? Visions of the first day’s production on Heroes of the Periphery danced in Drenthe’s head.

			“I tell you what,” he said, deliberately mimicking Eli’s phrase. “Drenthe will do it.”

			What did he care about Axiom?

			It was a game to Drenthe then, the game of putting together a holo that would satisfy both of his employers, and inside that, the thrill of being a part of an espionage plot! Already he was blocking out a new story in his head, his next project after Heroes of the Periphery. In it, a misunderstood holo director would find himself embroiled in corporate espionage, with the fates of entire systems at stake . . .

			“Glad to hear it,” Eli said. He produced a small machine and showed Drenthe a number on its screen. “Half now, half when you have the finished product.”

			Drenthe raised his glass. “Allow Drenthe to buy you a drink,” he said.

			• • •

			They emerged into orbit around Bukari V shortly after Drenthe had found his way to his stateroom and fallen into a brandy-aided sleep, broken by visions of the holos he had yet to make. He awoke when the shipboard AI alerted all passengers that disembarkation was commencing, and that the last orbital hop to the surface of Bukari V would be departing in one hour. Drenthe made it, but only just. An hour after that, he was meeting Dario Cerulli, his handler and Axiom’s chosen PR flack. Cerulli led Drenthe to his room within the vast manufacturing and executive complex AxO had built on Bukari V, a world with little to recommend it save enormous deposits of vespene and other raw materials.

			“Allow me to show you around a little,” Dario said when Drenthe had stashed his gear in his room. He led Drenthe on a boring and perfunctory tour of the complex. Drenthe wished he had a drink.

			Things got slightly more interesting when they emerged from the complex into an arid and windy afternoon. The sun was heavy and red in the sky; one of Bukari V’s four moons hung in front of it like a mole on the face of a god. Another moon was low and crescent on the eastern horizon. Drenthe disliked warm weather. He began to sweat.

			“This is going to be the proving ground. Well, I mean, it is the proving ground, but this is going to be your main location,” Dario said, waving his arm at a broad expanse of broken and rocky ground enclosed by heavy fences. “We’ll also need shots of the production facilities, and we’ll do some interviews with workers. I think we’ve selected a few who will fit the project well.”

			Already this person was rubbing Drenthe the wrong way. I decide what I shoot and who I speak to, he thought. Not a flack for an arms manufacturer. I am Drenthe.

			But what he said was, “Yes.”

			“Great,” Dario said. They walked along the edge of the proving ground. “I know you’ll want to do a little scouting to figure out where to put your holocams. Soon as we . . . Oh, now this is a shame.”

			They had come to a slight rise in the terrain, with the vastness of the factory on their left and the proving ground to their right and behind them. Ahead was a collection of buildings that might, Drenthe supposed, be called a town. It was colorless and dingy, and along the road that traversed the half kilometer from it to the factory, several dozen people were shouting and waving signs. At the center of this group was a striking woman, long red hair catching the sun as she rallied the workers and called out the slogans that they all took up.

			“What is this?” Drenthe asked. Unrest of any sort interested him. It made for compelling images.

			“Those are the quarters for some of our workers. We won’t need to go there. How about if we—” Dario broke off when four vehicles emerged from the factory complex and roared up to the demonstrating workers. Shortly after that, everything erupted into a riot. Drenthe saw uniformed AxO security using long electrified batons and sonic crowd-control devices. Ambulances appeared. The noise that reached them mostly consisted of screams and shouts. The woman managing the protesters was at the center of it, standing with her arms up and chanting something Drenthe couldn’t make out.

			Not just espionage, but labor strife! Drenthe was getting more from this trip than he had anticipated. One of the security guards struck her on the side of the head with a baton, and she disappeared into the melee.

			“This is just not acceptable,” Dario said. He opened up his handheld comm link and called someone. “Riley,” he said. “I’m showing Drenthe around the grounds. Was this necessary right now?”

			Drenthe could not hear the reply.

			“No, that’s what I’m saying. I was not consulted. Timing, Riley. Timing. We’ll talk about this later. Right now, you bring them back in, and I mean now. No detentions. Get them the hell out of there.”

			Dario snapped the comm shut and said, “Sorry about this. You know how people get. Workers always think that we’re sitting on piles of money that they should have.”

			The chaos was subsiding as the security forces withdrew. Several of the demonstrators were lying in the road, or near it. Drenthe could not tell if they were dead. The ambulances also withdrew. Other workers went to the injured parties and carried them into the company town. The woman Drenthe had spotted at first was now directing the recovery efforts despite rivulets of blood on her face. What a remarkable specimen she was, statuesque and fierce.

			Savagery, thought Drenthe—and was glad that without Dario’s knowledge, he had managed to capture some of it. He was Drenthe. He went nowhere without recorders absorbing his environment. He had his shirts and belts specially made to incorporate microrecorders in buttons and buckles. The ring he wore on his right hand was another tiny lens. When he was not telling any other story, he was telling the story of himself. An endless story, of course, because Drenthe could not imagine his own death.

			“That was extremely irregular,” Dario said. He looked at Drenthe, who saw tense lines around Dario’s eyes and mouth. The AxO work site was more interesting than Drenthe had imagined—and much more interesting than Dario wanted. Drenthe loved to see things he was not supposed to see. “Axiom is careful to maintain good relationships with its workforce.”

			“Of course,” Drenthe said. He wondered what the redheaded woman’s name was and if she could be interviewed. Dario would, of course, not permit it, but were there ways . . . ?

			“Well. Yes. You’ve seen the area. Now maybe you’d like to rest up? We’re going to need to start shooting as soon as you can get your recorders set up. Time is money.”

			Thinking of Heroes of the Periphery, Drenthe agreed. On the way back to the executive complex, which was set apart from the factory works and far away from the company town, they ran into Eli, who had apparently been waiting for them. “Dario,” he said. “I see you’ve given Drenthe here the tour?”

			“He got a little more than we’d expected,” Dario said.

			“So I hear,” Eli said. “Too bad about that.”

			Dario shrugged. “We’re all adults. Workers are never satisfied, and when they allow their dissatisfaction to become public unrest, Axiom has a duty to maintain a safe work environment for the vast majority of its employees who appreciate everything Axiom does for them. This happens from time to time. It’s unpleasant, of course, but Axiom is very strict about keeping its responses both legal and humane. In any case, since you haven’t been introduced—Eli, Drenthe. Drenthe, Eli.”

			“We’ve met,” Eli said, but he shook Drenthe’s hand again.

			“Oh, of course. On the ship. Eli’s one of our consultants.”

			Eli winked at Drenthe. “We had a chance to talk on the trip. It was a great pleasure to meet such a famous artist.”

			• • •

			Early the next morning Drenthe met Eli again while Drenthe was scanning the wasteland terrain for advantageous spots to position fixed recorders. Much of the action work would be done with mobile lenses, but Drenthe believed that holo storytelling depended occasionally on the stillness of the viewpoint. In this he was old-fashioned, perhaps. But he was Drenthe.

			“There’s something you should know,” Eli told him. “So you don’t end up getting hurt out there.”

			“How am I going to get hurt? I thought you said these Warhounds were just SCVs with bigger torches.”

			“You’re an artist, Drenthe. You understand a little exaggeration for effect, right?”

			“I would prefer that I understood my exposure,” Drenthe said, in a rare use of the first-person pronoun. He found it distasteful.

			“The control system for the demonstration. It might be vulnerable.”

			Drenthe was in no mood for subtlety. “Speak plainly,” he demanded.

			“The dummy armor isn’t going to fight like dummy armor,” Eli said. “We have decided to take steps to ensure that you get the story that both of us want you to get.”

			Both of us, Drenthe thought. “Is that so?” he said.

			“The Warhounds aren’t going to look good, is all I’m saying,” Eli said. “I tell you this not just for your personal safety, but so you know it when you’re doing your director thing. Put the holocapture stuff in the right place to catch a lot of Warhounds going up in smoke, you know?” He finished his drink and stood. “Nice to see you. Big day tomorrow.”

			He headed back toward the passenger compartment, and Drenthe was left to consider his options.

			• • •

			Dario wanted to make sure of the schedule, so Drenthe met him early the next morning in the executive complex next to the main AxO factory works. They ran over Drenthe’s requirements, which included places to mount at least ten remote holocams on the proving ground itself and a purpose-built director’s platform with feeds from all the cams and a chair Drenthe had shipped from Korhal. He was never without it on a set. “Once this is built and the holocams are in place, we will be ready to proceed,” he said.

			“No problem,” Dario said. “I’ll get people pounding nails right now.” He left Drenthe in his office for a minute. Drenthe took the opportunity to record everything about the office and the view from its window, from which he could see across one corner of the factory to the workers’ town. The factory itself was magnificent in the way of factories: an immense expanse of gantries and smokestacks, cranes carrying tons of raw materials to the burning mouths of blast furnaces, the scream of lathes and the machine-gun rattle of rivet guns. It almost never rained on this part of Bukari V, and so, much of the work took place in the open. Drenthe marveled.

			In a walled-off yard at the edge of the complex stood finished prototype Warhounds; Drenthe counted forty-seven. They were seven meters tall and bipedal, with legs articulated to move fast over rough terrain. Missile racks were mounted on what would have been their shoulders had they been human, and their arms terminated in multiple cannon barrels. Drenthe was put in mind of Eli’s comment about SCVs. It was true: the Warhound’s chassis bore a family resemblance to that ubiquitous service unit. The Warhound, however, was much more massive. The operator of an SCV extended his arms and legs into the unit exoskeleton; a Warhound’s operator was fully contained within its torso, with massively parallel neural interfaces controlling the limbs and armament systems. Drenthe found himself looking forward to seeing the Warhounds in action.

			There was also a view of the proving ground, which Drenthe took in. He liked this angle, absorbing everything from behind the tinted glass of the executive offices. It would contrast nicely with the raw footage from the test itself.

			Dario returned. “Your platform will be built by the end of the day,” he said. “Monitors and all. I took the liberty of having someone bring your chair from your room.”

			Drenthe bristled inwardly at the assumption that his privacy could be so cavalierly breached, but he said nothing. Arrogance was quite a spice on camera.

			“From the window I was looking down on the prototypes,” he said. “They resemble SCVs, do they not?”

			Dario laughed. “They do, as a matter of fact. There’s a story there. The very first ancestor of what is about to be the production-model Warhound was an SCV. It belonged to an engineer named Yakov Iliev, who was working for a small mining company on some backward, nowhere planet. I’ve forgotten which one, but I could look it up for you.”

			“No, please go on,” Drenthe said.

			“Are you recording this?” Dario said.

			“You would see a holocam, would you not?” Drenthe asked. “When Drenthe shoots holo, the world knows.”

			“Right,” Dario said. “Well, Iliev was working a mine that had some trouble with local bandits. He retooled a couple of SCVs with different armaments, and the next time the bandits came around, they got a big surprise. Company management didn’t like it because they had subcontracted out security, and this made them look bad. So they were about to fire Iliev, if you can believe that—but right about then, Axiom bought the company. This was before my time here, but from what I understand, Iliev’s plans and designs were included in the buy.”

			Drenthe decided he would like to meet this Yakov Iliev. “Where is the engineer now?” he asked.

			“No idea,” Dario said. “I think he retired someplace quiet. He was gifted; there’s no question about it. But not the kind of personality suited to working in a large corporate environment. A tinker. Bit of a loner. Antisocial, really.”

			Reading between the lines, Drenthe guessed that Iliev had been forced out and his designs stolen under the pretext of some fine print in the acquisitions agreement. An old story. One could find versions of it throughout human history. It did not interest him.

			The character of Iliev did, however. Drenthe would find him. So much was going on behind the public face Dario put on Axiom, much more than Drenthe would have anticipated. Interesting. In his hands it would become a film greater than Axiom deserved.

			His only misgivings at that point had to do with what Eli had told him the night before. Approaching the topic from an angle, he said, “I would prefer to be able to direct the actions of individual Warhounds.”

			“I’m afraid that’s not possible,” Dario said. “We’re going to have live operators in them. That’s one of the things we still have to use people for. They’re handpicked from our assembly techs.”

			Drenthe got a chill. Those operators, if the AI was corrupted . . . they would die. For the first time, Drenthe understood the full scope of what he had involved himself in. And immediately he resolved that he could not take part, knowing that he would allow innocent workers to be blown apart by tanks and vikings. No, he was no ethicist, but neither was he the kind of man who could stand by and witness atrocity.

			What he was, above all else, was an artist. A storyteller. And in the midst of his initial reaction to the revelation that Eli planned to engineer the slaughter of two dozen Warhound operators, Drenthe was already starting to make his situation into a story. It began with the usurpation of Yakov Iliev, and it would end . . . how? That, he did not yet know. But he was no war correspondent, to dispassionately watch humans die while he did nothing.

			Eli, realized Drenthe, was playing him exactly as Axiom had played Iliev. He was being made a patsy, his skills and art stolen and put to a purpose he found disgusting. Drenthe had enemies here on Bukari V.

			He would fight them with the weapons natural to him: his director’s eye and his holocams. Drenthe’s blood quickened at the thought.

			“You can brief the operators if you’d like,” Dario said. “I can gather them for you in the morning. They have certain maneuvers we need them to perform for potential clients, but within that framework Axiom is happy to make your job as easy as possible.”

			“No,” Drenthe said. “If they cannot be directed, I will stand fully apart. Half measures make for poor storytelling.”

			“You’re the artist,” Dario said.

			Indeed, thought Drenthe. A third project began to reveal itself, incorporating and superseding both the initial job and the subversion he’d agreed to in the stateroom aboard the ship. There was a real documentary here, about oppressed workers being used as sacrifices to make a propaganda piece. (And he had been suborned into helping!) What if, instead, he could turn it into a propaganda piece about oppressed workers who discover that they were about to be sacrificed and instead turn the tables on their oppressors?

			What could he do to make that happen?

			• • •

			Later that night, Drenthe emerged from his room and left the executive complex. “I am Drenthe,” he said to the guard. He waved a holocam. “I am making a holo. Tonight I wish to gather some images of the complex and proving ground at night.”

			The guard looked him up and saw that he was listed as a visiting contractor with VIP privileges. He waved Drenthe through without comment. Drenthe passed, annoyed that the guard had not mentioned seeing any of his other works. What did people do out here for culture?

			Once he was beyond the sight of the gate guard, no one was watching him. He walked along the edge of the factory works and skirted the proving ground, carrying a pair of handheld holocams whose feeds he could tap and that he could drop along the road where they wouldn’t stand out amid the rest of the flotsam and industrial junk. Or, he thought, he could give them to someone. When he reached the road, he saw that the factory gate was guarded but the way to the town itself was open. Axiom, it seemed, did not care what the workers did as long as the company’s main asset was protected. No doubt Axiom had spies and informants among the workers to root out the most vocal rebels.

			Drenthe looked up at the sky and did what he had told the guard he intended to do. He took establishing images and holos of the factory works, the landscape, and the night sky of Bukari V. There were three moons visible, one of them overlapping another. This was something Drenthe had never seen. He devoted several minutes to the sight, considering the idea of eclipse, of masking, of disappearance and renewal. He watched the two overlapping moons gradually diverge, rapt and amazed at the sights the universe had to offer. Then it was time to get back to work. He had a holo to make.

			The company town was dark and miserable. There was a single main street lined by two- and three-story prefabricated buildings. There were several bars and a single holovid theater showing a despicable piece of junk by a director Drenthe considered a moronic imitator of previous moronic imitators. People looked him up and down as he passed, but they did not speak to him, marking him out immediately as an interloper. Their fear and hostility were palpable. For a moment Drenthe feared for his safety, but his curiosity overrode those fears. His miniature holocams drank it all in.

			Down side streets Drenthe saw squalor. Trash lay in piles in front of buildings that bespoke deep poverty. Windows were broken, roofs sagging. Drenthe recorded it all. He walked the main street until he found two men coming out of one of the bars. He thought he recognized one of them from the demonstration—tall, bald, scarred as if he had once been in combat—and the other was working at a loose tooth with thumb and forefinger. “Excuse me,” Drenthe said. “I am Drenthe. I saw the conflict.”

			“Go to hell,” said the man with the loose tooth.

			“There was a woman with red hair. Quite a beauty,” Drenthe said.

			Both of the men stopped and looked carefully at Drenthe. “You’re the holo director,” the bald one said. “Drenthe.”

			“I am,” Drenthe said, pleased to be recognized.

			“We heard about you. You’re making a holo of the Warhound test. AxO PR wouldn’t shut up about it.”

			“Yeah,” said the man with the loose tooth. “That’s why we had the demonstration. Thought nobody would do anything with you around. So much for that.”

			You do not know how much worse it could have been, thought Drenthe.

			“You want to talk to Ayla?” the bald man said. “Tough. She’s not going to talk to an Axiom stooge.”

			“Yes, she is,” Drenthe said. “There is something she needs to know.”

			“Tell you what,” the bald man said. “I’ll take you to see her, but the minute I don’t like what you’re saying I’m gonna kick your ass all the way back to Korhal. I’ve been in prison. I’ve seen war. I ate a fekking zergling once because I missed breakfast. Get what I’m saying?”

			“Understood,” Drenthe said. “Where is she?”

			It turned out she was nearby in another bar, surrounded by loyalists who eyed Drenthe like he was something contagious. “I saw you in the disagreement yesterday,” he said, approaching her.

			“What about it?”

			“What is your name?”

			“Ayla.”

			“Ayla. I am Drenthe.” He waited for her to recognize his name. When she didn’t, Drenthe tamped down his irritation and went on. “We should speak candidly.”

			He told her the story, as much of it as he knew, while leaving out the part about how he was taking money both from AxO and from the spy within their ranks. “Do you have anyone on the technical staff inside who is, shall we say, sympathetic? I ask for no names, of course.”

			“What if I do?”

			“You will perhaps want to tell this person that an attempt will be made to corrupt the control system tomorrow. The Warhounds, I understand, will face considerably more opposition than you have been led to understand.”

			“Goddammit,” Ayla said, drawing each syllable out. “They’re setting us up for a massacre, Eli. Nothing is beneath that guy. He’s someone who would make the universe a better place by dying; know what I mean?”

			“Indeed,” Drenthe said.

			“You’re telling me this why? Just out of the kindness of your heart?”

			“Drenthe’s motivations are only of interest to Drenthe. And there is perhaps something else you might consider. If this can be prevented, a squadron of Warhounds might be an extremely effective instrument of collective bargaining.”

			• • •

			The next morning Axiom’s workforce gathered to witness the demonstration. Drenthe had his recorders in place, and he had also given Ayla the two handhelds. When he left Bukari V, Drenthe would have a story he had not anticipated. In these past hours it had even pushed the specter of Heroes of the Periphery from his mind. His entire being was focused in the here and now. He felt alive.

			The proving ground was five hundred meters across and roughly circular. It was bordered by rocky outcroppings that shaped it into a shallow bowl, its floor broken by more rock formations. On the edges of it were formations of siege tanks. Arranged around the northern edges of the floor of the bowl were clusters of old goliath models and viking air/ground hybrids.

			Drenthe ascended the gantry and regarded the scene. He had a bank of monitors installed in an arc around his director’s chair, each of them feeding him images from one of the remote holocams around the proving ground. He checked the time and contacted Dario. “Drenthe is ready,” he said.

			“Glad to hear it,” Dario said.

			At the near end of the factory works, two loading-bay doors opened. From each of them emerged a column of a dozen Warhounds. Drenthe gathered from his briefing materials that there would be a series of scripted demonstrations, but he also knew that if Ayla succeeded in preventing the AI’s corruption, there was no way to predict what would happen. Once the recording began, one had to be ready for anything. He set his notes on a monitor within easy reach and watched the feeds from his recorders that were covering the Warhounds’ progress toward the proving ground.

			Dario had also provided him with a voiceover extolling the virtues of the Warhound. Drenthe had decided to play it for the first time over his raw recordings as he got them, to give the initial material a feel of both spontaneity and preparation.

			In one of the handheld feeds, Ayla appeared. “It worked,” she said. “The AI is going to run like it was supposed to. But your friend Eli was one of the guys trying to corrupt the AI. He got the hell out when he saw us. You might want to keep an eye out for him.”

			He will come looking for me, Drenthe realized. Drenthe had become a character in the story Drenthe was trying to tell. But how could it be otherwise?

			“We will worry about that later,” he said. He was excited, as he always was at the beginning of a project when he didn’t know how it would turn out, and this one was more uncertain than most. “Now it is time to make a holo.”

			Drenthe called Dario, who was hanging back by the factory entrance and watching on a monitor. “Everything is in place?” Drenthe asked.

			“We’re ready when you are.”

			Drenthe began the voiceover playback and said, “Action.”

			• • •

			“Hi, I’m Dario Cerulli of Axiom Ordnance, and I’m here to tell you about the Warhound.”

			The two groups of Warhounds entered the proving ground. The first group charged ahead to engage the tanks, with the second following closely to provide air support. This was all according to the script Drenthe had received from Dario. Right on schedule, a group of lightly armored drone flyers appeared over the proving ground, painted to resemble zerg mutalisks.

			“The Warhound is armed with batteries of Cyclone medium-range air-defense missiles, deployed automatically on detection of hostile enemy aircraft or organic flyers.”

			The walkers barraged the drones with missiles and blew them from the sky. Wreckage fell close to two of Drenthe’s recorders. Beautiful, he thought. Over his comm, Dario said, “I love it. You getting this, Drenthe?”

			“Of course Drenthe is getting it.” As if Drenthe would not “get it,” thought Drenthe.

			On another channel, Eli cut in. “Drenthe. What in the hell is going on? We had a deal!”

			“The deal did not include a provision for Drenthe to be a party to mass murder, Eli,” Drenthe said.

			“You took money.” Another missile barrage tore apart a drone-piloted viking hovering in place at the far end of the proving ground from where the other flyers had been. Smoke was already drifting and catching the sunlight. The optics were marvelous. Emotion, through light and smoke. Drenthe was in love.

			“And you lied about what it was for,” Drenthe said. “The moral high ground is not visible from Drenthe’s perspective.”

			“You know what it wasn’t for? It wasn’t for starting a goddamn coup; that’s what it wasn’t for. And it wasn’t for putting me in the crosshairs of a bunch of union nut jobs. You could have gotten me killed, you son of a bitch.”

			“Drenthe is busy, Eli.”

			“Drenthe is going to be fekking dead.” Eli snapped the call off.

			The lead group of Warhounds had reached the emplaced siege tanks, which were firing shells that sparked off the Warhounds’ formation without detonating. “The AI would have armed those shells’ detonators if you hadn’t told us, Drenthe,” Ayla said. “Start counting how many lives you saved.”

			Drenthe was not interested in this. He was making a holo.

			The voiceover continued: “For close anti-vehicle work, the Warhound’s primary armament system is a rail gun firing Axiom’s new directed plasma-field-charged slugs, or DPFs. This ordnance features a heavy slug accelerated to a discharge velocity of three thousand meters per second. The slug itself is charged with a plasma that disperses in a tightly focused cone from the point of impact. The DPF penetrates armor plating more effectively and more quickly than gauss weapons, and without the threat of collateral damage posed by explosive ordnance.”

			In a tight group, the Warhounds surrounded the siege tanks. Blue plasma discharge flared from the stubby barrels of their DPF systems and from the tanks themselves. They blew up one by one, each taking only seconds to come apart and burn. Behind them, half of the Warhounds engaged the vikings, which had been cued to respond when the first group of Warhounds engaged the siege tanks. Some of the vikings burned and melted in place. Three managed their own automated transition to flying mode, and were met with salvos of Warhound missiles from three different directions. Drenthe watched it all from a dozen angles at once, filled with the exhilaration of seeing it come together. What would happen next? He did not know.

			“The Warhound is capable of near-instantaneous toggling between DPF and anti-air ordnance systems, to address quickly changing threats in battlefield situations.”

			Ayla’s voice came from one of the speakers attached to Drenthe’s monitors. “Eli’s headed your way. He’s got a gun.”

			“Drenthe is unarmed,” Drenthe said.

			“It’s under control,” Ayla said. “Keep recording.”

			Of course, thought Drenthe. From the loudspeakers mounted on the factory fence, an alarm klaxon blared. At first Drenthe thought it was just scene setting, a little improvisation on Dario’s part. He would incorporate it. Then he realized something entirely different was happening when Eli’s voice came over the speakers. “This is Eli Balfour. There is a security breach in Axiom information systems. Ottmar Drenthe is to be detained immediately. All techs operating Warhounds are to stand down immediately. The Warhound test is terminated. Repeat, the Warhound test is terminated.”

			“Your ass,” Ayla said from the speaker in front of Drenthe.

			Drenthe saw Eli then, coming around the corner of the factory works and carrying a rifle of some kind. Drenthe was no expert in personal weaponry. Eli fired a warning shot over Drenthe’s gantry and pointed. “Detain him! This test is over! Lockdown as of now!”

			Drenthe grew concerned. He had no experience of detention and no wish to gain any.

			“Drenthe, we’ve got the situation under control,” Ayla said. “Don’t chicken out now.”

			The situation did not seem at all under control to Drenthe. Another warning shot whined over his head, but he kept recording. The Warhounds were wreaking full-on havoc across the proving ground, destroying fresh drone-piloted vehicles and flyers. A pair of hellions exploded in pillars of fire with the blue crackle of DPFs still blasting through the wreckage. Spread in a loose arc over the proving ground, six Wraiths decloaked and were met with a hail of missiles. The sounds of launch and impact nearly overwhelmed Drenthe’s sound equipment. 

			“LOCKDOWN,” boomed Eli’s voice over the loudspeakers. Security vehicles spilled from the gate facing the company town and roared in the direction of the proving ground. The watching workers threw rocks at them, which were momentarily ignored, but Drenthe had the uneasy feeling that his presence would no longer be any kind of protection for the workers. He hoped Ayla had planned for this contingency.

			Part of Drenthe was exulting at the chaos. Another part was considering the possibility that he had gotten in over his head.

			One of the Warhounds nearest to Drenthe’s gantry skidded around and stomped up over the berm at the edge of the proving ground, cutting off Eli’s approach. Eli held up a hand in a warning gesture. “One more step, and you will be sorry you were ever born, rivethead,” he said. “This man is a criminal and a security threat.”

			The Warhound stopped. Eli climbed the ladder toward Drenthe’s platform and leveled his rifle at Drenthe, with the Warhound looming over the platform to Drenthe’s right. “You’re a dead man, Drenthe,” Eli said. “Corporate espionage is a capital crime.”

			“I am a director of holos,” Drenthe said. “And I am working.” While he spoke, Dario’s voiceover kept going.

			“Even though it was designed for anti-vehicle purposes, the Warhound is more than ready to deal with enemy infantry. Just because you’re not wearing steel doesn’t mean you can stand up against the DPF.”

			The Warhound fired its DPF from less than five meters away, and Eli’s body simultaneously melted, burned, and blew apart. Drenthe dove away from the wash of heat, sound, and pieces of Eli. He covered his head and did not move until he realized Ayla was saying something over the speaker. After a moment he parsed it. “Like you said, Eli. Corporate espionage is a capital crime. Sorry we didn’t have time for a full hearing.”

			Drenthe reflected that Eli would not be asking for a refund of the credit he had advanced Drenthe. Eli’s employers, on the other hand . . . But that was a problem for another time.

			“Now, Warhounds,” Ayla said. Drenthe realized that he was not the only one who was monitoring the whole situation.

			The Warhounds turned en masse and roared up out of the proving ground, silhouetted by the burning tanks and vikings behind them. The demonstration had gone off perfectly, with the added thrill of Eli’s unexpected immolation and the branding of Drenthe as a criminal menace. Drenthe had never seen anything like this. The firepower! The skullduggery! He felt fortunate to be part of it.

			Axiom Ordnance was going to sell many Warhounds. But they were also going to have many problems.

			The Warhound formation reached the perimeter of the executive complex. Along the way they put the DPFs to good use against the security vehicles. Drenthe counted eight of them burning before the rest of the security guards jumped out of the trucks and ran for it back into the factory works. None of them, Drenthe noted, made any move to defend the executive complex.

			“In situations that call for reducing enemy structures, the Warhound’s DPF systems are also highly effective.”

			The Warhounds stomped through the fence, snapping its steel posts off with almost casual waves of their arms. Drenthe saw Ayla come out of the factory works, leading a group of techs who looked both grim and excited. Checking his feeds, Drenthe saw that Ayla was recording everything and piping it to him. Drenthe nearly clapped with joy.

			“We’ve got the AI locked down,” she said from the monitor audio. “None of the civil-defense countermeasures are going to work, and AxO’s security goons aren’t going to come out and face down Warhounds. Things are going to be a little different around here from now on. Axiom might just be under new management.”

			The Warhounds were methodically destroying the buildings of the executive complex. The buildings’ occupants came out at a run, and were welcomed by the workers the way the workers had been welcomed by AxO security two days before. Drenthe started to say something about restraint. Then he recalled that at least some of those managers and executives had been party to a plan that called for the killing of a number of workers. With that in mind, he exercised restraint on himself.

			“Nice work, Drenthe,” Ayla said. “Did you get your holo?”

			“Drenthe has what Drenthe needs,” he answered.

			“Then Drenthe better get the hell out of here,” Ayla answered. “The planet-hopper we talked about is waiting at the launchpad. How fast can you get there?”

			“Fast,” Drenthe said. He gathered his recordings and abandoned his equipment in place. Holorecorders were cheap. Drenthe was not.

			His one regret was leaving his chair. It had accompanied him across star systems and onto the set of every holo he had directed since his breakthrough with Flight of the Mutalisk. Yet there was a time to let all objects go. Perhaps that time was now, when Drenthe had a chance to avoid being embroiled in a small revolution that had already turned quite violent. Drenthe had the material for a great holo. Perhaps the loss of his chair was a necessary price. “Drenthe bids you farewell,” he said to the chair. Then he climbed down off the platform, avoiding Eli’s remains as best he could, and crossed the broken ground to where Ayla stood at the gate to the executive complex. As always, his microrecorders took everything in.

			There was one last thing he wanted. “Ayla,” he said. “Come to Korhal. You could be a great star of the holos.”

			“Are you discovering me, Drenthe?” she said with a quirky smile.

			“I am,” he said. “Billions of people will see you. They will love you. Your boldness, your charisma.”

			“Uh-huh. I’ll make you a deal,” Ayla said. “You go find Yakov Iliev and tell him that Axiom wants to hire him. Do that, and maybe I’ll pay a visit to Korhal.”

			“Your principles. They will love your principles,” Drenthe said. He was smitten, the way any good director grew smitten with natural star power.

			“Get out of here, Drenthe,” she said.

			When he boarded the planet-hopper, the pilot said, “We owe you one. You gonna make sure this gets out?”

			“If you make sure Drenthe gets out, Drenthe will make sure this story gets out,” said Drenthe.

			“Deal,” the pilot said. The ship lifted away. Drenthe looked down at the factory works and the burning executive complex. He recorded it all as it receded and then disappeared behind a layer of clouds. Three days. All of it had happened in three days. Yet another version of the story occurred to him. Ayla, he thought. She had led the rebellion against the repression of Axiom Ordnance. He had enough holo of her to make it work. And if he could find Yakov Iliev . . . No matter. Either way he intended to make a star of Ayla, the fearless and magnificent new leader of Bukari V. She would soon be one of the most famous people in the Dominion, her renown born in the desolation of the company town, the smoky chaos of the factory, the courageous overthrow of Axiom’s treachery. Yes!

			It was not the story he had set out to direct. It was not even the story he had imagined when the Warhound test was beginning. But it was the story he intended to make. There was truth in it, even if it was not the exact truth of what had happened. From the material of reality, one could make a truth that was truer than the reality itself.

			I direct this reality, he thought. I am Drenthe.

		

	
		
			Week 9

			@PamelaGFoster: @RedellQuinton Nice to be back in the lab. Finally.

			@RedellQuinton: @PamelaGFoster I’ll join you in a few, sweetheart. I hear that ship brought us something new to chew on.

			@PamelaGFoster: @RedellQuinton Big new toy. You’re going to love this one, backwood. Orders are to see if we can’t streamline production.

			@RedellQuinton: @PamelaGFoster Production of what? What was delivered? It just says “Classified Cargo” on my datapad here.

			@PamelaGFoster: @RedellQuinton Tall, ugly thing—looks like a relation of yours. Label on the side says “Warhound.”

			@RedellQuinton: @PamelaGFoster Work order says this needs to be shipped out tomorrow. Sounds like an all-nighter. I’ll bring a couple bottles . . .

			Chat Log 76.55.0273 between T. Ayers and R. Quinton

			11:11:00 Blackstone Standard Time

			R. Quinton: Hey Doc, I could use your help in my shed today. I’ve got an infested marine cadaver stinkin’ up my workbench, and I’m gonna need some help peeling it.

			T. Ayers: Wait, you’ve got an actual infested human intact? How is this

			T. Ayers: I’ve been trying to get my hands on a specimen for years, but they keep exploding. Damn things are stuffed with more unstable compounds than I can count. Talise and I have a theory that the baneling trigger enzymes were an adaptation of those first discovered by the zerg during human infection, modified by

			T. Ayers: Never mind; you don’t care about that. 

			T. Ayers: I’ll grab my gear and head over. Your “shed” is next to the materials lab, yes?

			R. Quinton: Hold your horses, Doc.

			R. Quinton: You saying these things are volatile? They told us not to worry about explosions, but I don’t want to take any chances. Wouldn’t be the first time something here’s been . . . mislabeled. 

			T. Ayers: Interesting. “They” being Branamoor’s assistants, I presume? 

			R. Quinton: Right. Seemed pretty clear on this one, and I asked them straight out if there were any nasty surprises under the hood. I don’t think they’d outright fib to me about this sort of thing. 

			T. Ayers: I wonder. 

			T. Ayers: You know, after the most recent conflict, we started seeing new mutations across the board in almost all of the zerg species. It is not inconceivable that we would see new strains reflected in the host creatures as well.

			R. Quinton: Doc

			T. Ayers: A new breed of infested Homo sapiens, this time without the suicide-bomber capabilities. (Capabilities that have been perfected by the baneling strain?)

			R. Quinton: Doc, I’m losing ya here. This theory stuff is nice and all, but

			T. Ayers: Which strategic niche do you suppose these devils are meant to fill?

			R. Quinton: I don’t do the guesswork here, man. You know that.

			R. Quinton: Listen, the boss wants us to check out this poor bastard and see if the zerg fiddled with more than just his genes. I need to take a look at the armor and rifle—both of which are wrapped in tendons and veins and all that soft stuff you bio-boys work with.

			R. Quinton: It stinks to high heaven, I should warn you.

			T. Ayers: I appreciate the warning, but rest assured I have been elbows deep in biomass at just about every state of decay you can name. 

			R. Quinton: Whatever lights your candle.

			T. Ayers: This is why I like having you around, Red. “Lights my candle”? Ha!

			T. Ayers: So

			T. Ayers: Apart from the “peeling,” as you put it, I assume you need me there to catalogue the more unique adaptations the zerg have made to the already modified marine biostructure? This will be good; I’ve been working on some theories about how the xenos alter cellular processes to interact with and manipulate the highly specific inorganic weaponry of our Dominion soldiers.

			R. Quinton: Uh

			T. Ayers: Sorry, I got lost in xenobiological shoptalk there.

			T. Ayers: Let me put this more succinctly: What do you need?

			R. Quinton: Just what I said, nothing more. I need you to help us separate the metal from the man—or what used to be a man. I need to get to the tech and see if and how it changed after the zerg gunked it up. 

			R. Quinton: Listen, I can lop off tentacles and zerg zits all damn day, but I figure you guys will want a look when we’re done with it. 

			T. Ayers: I don’t want to sound petty, Red, but I’m a little flummoxed about why they didn’t send this specimen to my team before letting your crew at it with their sledgehammers. There are some fairly delicate aspects of a zerg-human hybrid that may have already been destroyed—aspects that could prove critical to innovations in medicine, agriculture, and untold areas of research. 

			R. Quinton: Can I be honest, Doc?

			T. Ayers: Please.

			R. Quinton: I think Branamoor gave it to us first because he wants some results. Pronto. No offense, but your end of the shop likes to take its time poking around.

			T. Ayers: Results?

			R. Quinton: Practical applications. Weapons. Branamoor wants to see if there’s anything our boys in the field can use right now.

			T. Ayers: How infuriating. You would think that a supposed scholar like Branamoor might consider the value of understanding something before creating weapons with

			T. Ayers: well, with technology we only barely comprehend. 

			T. Ayers: This is

			T. Ayers: I’m marching over there to give him a piece of my mind. Red-lit hallways be damned.

			R. Quinton: Whoa, Doc . . . Back off the throttle a bit.

			R. Quinton: You know I don’t like getting into the politics of this place, but when has spouting off at Branamoor ever worked? He’s obviously got pressure from the higher-ups to deliver something workable, and all those dreamy theories put out by you and your girlfriend don’t smush zerg. 

			T. Ayers: I would hardly call Professor Cogan my “girlfriend.”

			R. Quinton: Tomayto, tomahto. Listen, I’m a brass-tacks sort of guy. Point me at the problem, give me a wrench, and I’ll have a gun in your hands before sundown. That is why I was brought on board. Blackstone wasn’t drilled into this asteroid so that we could sit here and talk fancy theories on Mengsk’s dime. We are here to make bigger, better weapons for our boys on the front line. You know this, right?

			T. Ayers: I’m not a complete idiot, Red. I had only hoped that the administrators would see some value in actually understanding what we are

			T. Ayers: Wait

			T. Ayers: How do you know that we’re in an asteroid, Red? I was brought here blindfolded.

			R. Quinton: Simple math, Doc. My trip was two warp jumps from Korhal IV. It’s possible that one of the jumps was a null-distance decoy to throw me off, but even so, there really aren’t that many outta-the-way places where you could hide a top secret lab. 

			R. Quinton: We are either in the double asteroid belt surrounding New Folsom at one jump from Korhal, or in the belt just beyond Deadman’s Rock at two. The ferrous stone lining the walls of our cozy li’l garage have me leaning toward the latter option, since the Folsom belts are largely cupric in composition.

			T. Ayers: I don’t

			T. Ayers: Wow.

			T. Ayers: I had never considered trying to play detective like that. You are full of surprises, my friend. But how

			T. Ayers: I’m not sure how to ask you this . . .

			R. Quinton: How am I able to chat about this spooky classified stuff on a monitored line? 

			R. Quinton: [image: ]

			R. Quinton: You haven’t had a chance to talk with Rothfuss yet, have you? Old coot is a genius—gave me a hand-drawn schematic for a piece of hardware that can reroute our coms outside Branamoor’s snooping range. I just flip the switch when I want to talk straight with somebody. Anyone listening sees the convo ending.

			R. Quinton: This tech, Doc. It’s unreal. Rothfuss uses old-timey radio waves bouncing through a machine in his office to piggyback onto the local system’s core res

			R. Quinton: And now I’m talking shop. Well, it’s like nothing I’ve ever seen before. I know we’ve got a high concentration of eggheads here, but Rothfuss is on another level entirely.

			T. Ayers: Yes, well, I’ve been trying to steal a moment with our mysterious astrophysicist for a week now. I’ve got something of a personal nature to ask him. He always seems to be busy.

			R. Quinton: He does that to keep Branamoor off his butt. If you want, I’ll set up a meeting for you.

			T. Ayers: Would you? 

			R. Quinton: But first, I got a stinkin’ mess over here, Doc . . .

			T. Ayers: Right! Right. I’ll be right over. Just please please please don’t touch the specimen until I arrive.

			R. Quinton: So you want me to stick the head back on?

		

	
		
			The Education of PFC Shane

			By Robert Brooks

			“Each and every one of these young men and women volunteered,” said Emperor Arcturus Mengsk. “And after months of sacrifice and toil in training, they have earned their place among the noble Dominion Marines. They have joined humanity’s vanguard. They have chosen to stand against an unforgiving universe.”

			Murmurs of approval echoed within the crowded assembly hall. Daylight flooded through the ceiling-high windows on the east wall, spotlighting the Dominion leader and the five long rows of smartly dressed recruits standing at parade rest before him.

			One of those recruits—nineteen-year-old Geoff Shane, soon to be Private First Class Geoff Shane—was fighting a private battle and losing. The effort of keeping a broad grin off his face felt as if it would make his head burst, and the corners of his lips drifted upward against his will.

			The emperor is speaking at my induction. The Hero of Korhal in the flesh. It didn’t seem real. He wanted to pinch himself, but he didn’t dare break parade rest. It would be unbecoming of a Dominion marine.

			“We still face terrible threats. Two bloodthirsty, savage alien races regard us with envious eyes,” Mengsk said. “Humanity’s outcasts, scoundrels, and dissidents continue to act against human interests to rebel against the Dominion.”

			Emperor Mengsk surveyed the rows of fresh recruits. “But today, we honor these recruits. We celebrate their triumph. Training is over. Now, we set them on the path to conquer our foes.”

			The emperor’s eyes came to rest on Shane. Without thinking, Shane turned his head to meet Mengsk’s gaze and looked back with a sloppy grin on his face . . . and remembered too late that he was supposed to keep his attention front and center.

			Shane snapped his eyes forward. Mengsk chuckled.

			“I can tell these young heroes are ready and willing to tackle anything the universe can throw at them,” he said, “although some may need a bit more training first.”

			Laughter echoed through the crowd. Shane kept his eyes locked on the steel-wrought Dominion insignia suspended high above the hall, behind Mengsk’s pulpit, studying it carefully, his face burning red. Despite his chagrin, his smile crept back. He had a feeling he would never live this down.

			Shane waited for the emperor to continue his speech. The crowd fell silent.

			Moments ticked away. The quiet deepened. And still Emperor Mengsk said nothing.

			Shane’s nervous smile evaporated. Had something happened? He didn’t dare look. His hands clenched into fists in the small of his back. The hush remained unbroken. The total absence of noise grew deafening.

			Shane’s skin crawled. The hall sounded not only quiet, but empty. Utterly empty.

			There were no rustles, muffled coughs, restless children. No breathing. Nothing at all that indicated hundreds of people were seated only a few meters behind him.

			Blood pounded in Shane’s ears. Sweat beaded on his forehead. A headache sprang to life and his stomach churned with fear. He continued to stare at the insignia, irrationally afraid of glancing at the podium.

			He imagined that Emperor Mengsk and the entire crowd, along with all of the recruits, were staring at him. Waiting for any further mistakes unbecoming of a Dominion marine.

			Just a quick glance, he told himself. Moments passed. Shane couldn’t do it. Just your eyes. Just for a second. The emperor thought it was funny last time. He won’t care.

			Shane still couldn’t move. He wanted the speech to continue. He wanted the crowd to laugh. He wanted anything that would make the headache and the uncomfortable pressure inside his skull disappear.

			Finally his eyes darted over and back. Shane didn’t believe what he was seeing. He turned his head and looked directly at the podium.

			Mengsk was gone.

			So were all of the recruits. Shane turned around, panicked.

			So was the crowd. Shane stood alone inside the barren assembly hall.

			Confusion held him motionless. This wasn’t possible. One person might slip away in a crowd without a sound, but hundreds? Everyone? In an instant?

			No. Not everyone. A single figure sat in the last row at the back of the hall, out of the direct daylight from the windows. He was big and bulky, too large to sit comfortably in the hall’s seats.

			Shane recognized the figure’s shape. It was a marine. A Dominion marine in full combat armor.

			“Hey!” Shane was surprised by the panic in his own voice. “Hey!”

			No reaction. The armored marine appeared to be staring at the ground.

			“Hey, you!” Shane bellowed. Nothing. No answer at all. Sudden rage surged into Shane’s mind. He did this, Shane irrationally knew. That marine. Whatever had happened to the crowd was that marine’s fault. It had to be. Shane had never been so certain.

			This was supposed to be Shane’s special day. His graduation from basic training. The beginning of his glorious service to the Dominion. The rage became an inferno inside Shane’s head. He would pry that marine’s armor off with his teeth if he had to.

			Shane took a deep breath and screamed, “What did you do?”

			No response. It was too much.

			Shane took off down the center aisle at a dead run between the rows of empty seats, his eyes focused on the lone marine. That marine.

			Shane closed the distance in a few seconds and flung himself with a howl at the armored figure, teeth bared. Shane’s arms reached out.

			The marine hadn’t moved, hadn’t stirred at all, until Shane had leapt into the air.

			Then he looked up.

			The inferno froze solid in an instant. Time seemed to stop. The pressure inside Shane’s head swelled into agony.

			Staring back at nineteen-year-old Geoff Shane was the weary, war-battered face of Geoff Shane. An older Geoff Shane with emotionless, inhuman eyes.

			Shane’s momentum carried him relentlessly toward the marine. Toward himself. His outstretched fingers brushed the marine’s metallic armor. It was very, very cold.

			Shane blinked.

			“Each and every one of these young men and women volunteered,” said the image of Emperor Arcturus Mengsk, “and after months of sacrifice and toil in training, they have earned their place among the noble Dominion Marines. They have joined humanity’s vanguard. They have chosen to stand against an unforgiving universe.”

			Murmurs of approval rippled within the crowded assembly hall. Daylight flooded through the broad windows that reached from floor to ceiling on the east wall, spotlighting the projected hologram of the Dominion leader on the raised stage.

			In the bright daylight, the life-sized holovid seemed to shimmer and sparkle. Emperor Mengsk’s charisma shone even through the transparent image, towering above the podium and the five long rows of recruits standing at parade rest before it.

			Nineteen-year-old Geoff Shane, soon to be Private First Class Geoff Shane, stood rigid with terror.

			What just happened?

			Murder. Shane had tried to murder someone. You tried to murder yourself, his mind whispered. No. It was a dream. It certainly couldn’t have been real.

			He had imagined it. He had dreamed that Emperor Arcturus Mengsk had personally visited his basic training graduation; that was all. Irrational things happen in dreams. Shane supposed he should have been happy his pants hadn’t disappeared along with all the dreamland bystanders.

			Do you often doze off in front of hundreds of people, his mind retorted, while standing upright? Shane fidgeted.

			“We still face terrible threats. Two bloodthirsty, savage alien races regard us with envious eyes,” Mengsk said. Shane guessed the speech had been prerecorded. How likely was it that the leader of the Dominion had time to schedule his day around a basic training graduation ceremony?

			Shane’s head was hurting again. Pressure built within his skull as if his mind were holding its breath and beginning to feel the first twinges of air hunger. It was already stronger than any headache he had ever known, and showed no signs of slacking.

			Shane swallowed hard and tried to focus on Mengsk’s speech. A few moments passed before he realized the emperor had fallen silent. Again.

			No. It wasn’t possible. Shane risked a glance at the podium. The hologram was gone.

			No, not again, Shane thought. They’re all gone again; I know it . . .

			He turned on his heels in a panic, ready to flee. The faces of nearly one thousand Dominion citizens stared back at Shane.

			He froze in place. His head hurt. His eyes darted left and right. Were the other recruits also staring at him?

			No. They were not. They were gone. Every eye in the packed assembly hall focused on him. He noticed the expressions on the faces in the crowd: Disgust. Fear. Horror. Anger. Curiosity. They looked at him as if he were a monster.

			And what exactly did I do to deserve that? Anger flared deep within him. Again. “What are y’all looking at?” Shane asked quietly. They continued to stare.

			Awful, dark impulses bubbled up into his mind. Visions of death ran gloriously wild. His anger felt cleansing, wonderful, natural and comfortable and righteous.

			A glimpse of a silhouette at the back of the room caught Shane’s eye. Was someone standing up? No. It was simply a large, bulky figure sitting down in a seat far too small to hold it.

			It was a marine in full combat armor.

			Shane’s legs carried him down the aisle at a full sprint. The pain and fury in his head boiled over and his words shattered the silence as he ran.

			“—I’ll kill you I’ll burn you crispy—”

			In his rage, he didn’t notice that the expressions of the crowd stayed exactly the same. Their eyes tracked him. They seemed oblivious to his outburst.

			Shane closed in on the motionless man in the combat suit. He wanted to leap at him straight on. Tear at the armor and destroy the person within.

			“Let us help.” The marine spoke the words softly, yet they cut through Shane’s hoarse raving.

			Shane skidded to a stop only a few scant paces away. He stared in disbelief. The marine had spoken with Shane’s voice.

			The man in the armored suit hadn’t moved. He continued to look down at the ground. “Let us help,” he repeated.

			Shane didn’t know how to respond. The phrase meant nothing to him. Help with what? ”Who are you?”

			The marine raised his head, regarding Shane through the combat suit’s transparent faceplate. He didn’t answer. He didn’t need to. Shane saw his own face, scarred by war, looking back at him.

			Some horrible truth crawled just out of Shane’s understanding. He knew the answer, but something kept it from surfacing. Something had corralled it away from his mind’s eye. The silent crowd continued to look at him. Just him. All eyes on Shane. The pain in his head grew.

			“This is a dream,” Shane said. Snippets he had heard from an old vid with stuffy doctors talking about dreams floated into his mind. “You’re the junk in my brain that I don’t talk about. My subconscious, right?”

			The marine shook his head. “We are not you,” he said, “yet.”

			“We?” Shane’s voice was calm. His emotions were not. “Who is we?”

			The marine raised an arm and pointed toward the windows on the east wall. Shane glanced over and saw nothing but daylight. He gave the marine a hard look before walking over to the windows. The eyes of the crowd followed him.

			Shane stopped a couple paces from the east wall. “What am I looking for?”

			“Us.”

			“What is that supposed to mean?”

			No answer. Shane tamped down a fresh surge of fury and looked through the windows.

			Everything was a seething mass. More than everything. He had the impression that the actual terrain was flatlands, maybe meadows with a few scattered groves of trees, but he instead stared at writhing chaos, a wild landscape of organic, living hills and valleys.

			Shane’s entire body went slack. He swayed on his feet. Only sheer will kept him upright.

			Small four-legged creatures scurried from place to place, weaving in and out of the paths of larger slithering organisms. Giant hulking beasts, dozens of meters tall, lumbered about. Heaving pyres of flesh waved like boneless arms, and towering peaks of pure living mass seemed to spawn even more creatures by the hundreds with each passing moment.

			The sight stretched to the horizon and farther still. Shane could sense entire planets teeming with the creatures. More sailed through the cosmos, seeking new homes. The scale boggled the mind, soared past what he could imagine, but his consciousness perceived yet even more billions of the creatures, all working in terrible harmony.

			This was the zerg. All of the zerg. The Swarm itself. They were letting him see it. They were making him see it.

			Who is we? Shane had asked. Here was his answer. They were legion.

			Shane turned around. The assembly hall was empty again but for the marine in the combat suit. Shane didn’t give the crowd’s absence a second thought. He felt calm. Perfectly serene. He even smiled.

			“None of this is real,” Shane said. “This is a dream.”

			“No.” The marine shook his head again. “We believe some of it is true.”

			“Which part? The part where a crowd vanishes into thin air? The part where a marine with my own face talks to me?” Shane’s smile expanded into a sloppy grin.

			“Do you recognize this place?” The marine gestured toward the front of the empty assembly hall.

			“It’s where I graduated,” Shane said.

			“From training,” the other creature said.

			“Yes.”

			“You’re certain?”

			Suddenly, Shane wasn’t. “Yes,” he lied. He looked around the room again. He had been here; he was sure of it; but the warm memories of pride and honor he had always associated with that day felt different, corrupted. Twisted.

			Bile rose in Shane’s throat as the faint shadow of another memory wafted into his mind. He could smell sweet smoke.

			“This man, Mengsk,” the marine hissed. “He spoke to you that day?”

			“He . . . yes,” Shane said. Had he? He remembered believing that Emperor Arcturus Mengsk had personally sworn him into service, but that was impossible, right? Maybe the speech had only been broadcast via holovid, or maybe it had been sent as a prerecorded message. Shane couldn’t quite remember.

			“In person?”

			“Hey,” Shane said, angry. “How are you inside my dream? Why are you asking me anything at all?”

			The pressure in his head pulsed along with his racing heartbeat. The pain was immense.

			The marine didn’t respond for a moment. “We told you this is not a dream.”

			Enough of this. Shane kicked one of the empty chairs as hard as he could, launching it into the air. It came crashing down several rows away, toppling more chairs with a deafening clatter. The sound was profoundly satisfying.

			The kick hurt his foot. His toes throbbed in harmony with his head. How could Shane still be dreaming? Shouldn’t physical pain force you straight awake?

			Shane leveled his finger at the marine. “Let me out.” Shane knew in his gut the armored figure was responsible for this. For all of it. “If this isn’t completely real, then none of it is. That means this is a dream. Let me out.”

			“This is not a dream,” said the other, older Shane. “This is a memory.”

			Silence reigned over the assembly hall for a long, long moment. “A memory?”

			“Yes.”

			“A memory that changes?”

			“Yes.”

			“How can that be a memory?”

			“It is the memory you remember.”

			“That clears it right up.” Despite his anger, Shane felt queasy. He was growing convinced that he—this twisted Geoff Shane with the expressionless eyes—was telling the truth as best as he knew how.

			The headache was relentless. He felt as if his mind would soon burst at the seams. He lifted his fingers to his temples. The pain was blinding.

			The marine slowly stood up. The floor creaked under the massive weight of his armored suit. “You remember Mengsk”—and he hissed on the name again—“speaking to you, do you not?”

			“He wasn’t there. Not in person,” Shane said through gritted teeth. He was certain of it now.

			“But you remembered it that way.” It wasn’t a question. Shane didn’t answer. The marine drew himself fully upright, towering over Shane. “Did it actually happen?”

			“Fine,” Shane growled. His hands gripped the sides of his head. He fought to keep his eyes open against the pain. “It wasn’t real. So what?”

			“That memory is false. What else is false?”

			The question was simple. It added only a feather’s weight to Shane’s agony. But it was enough.

			He felt something tear open in his mind, just a bit. It was as if two hands were pulling apart thick canvas, with tiny rips opening up at the weakest points of the fabric. He shuddered, and reality seemed to tremble with him.

			Shane could see little black spots floating around the assembly hall. Little windows into the deep void of madness. They were dancing around his vision, and when they collided, they joined. Some of the tiny dots grew into gaping holes.

			There was nowhere to run. The darkness would overwhelm him. What else is false? If the answer was everything, Shane knew he would be lost to insanity. He desperately concentrated on the opposite question: What is true?

			The assembly hall. That was true. That was firm. That was the bedrock. Shane clung to it. The tearing sensation stopped. The pressure didn’t slacken a bit, but it didn’t increase. The holes hovered in place, quivering.

			“We’ve seen this before with your kind,” the armored Shane said. “Often. You’re right to be afraid. There’s no coming back from . . . that.” He waved toward one of the larger dark holes. It trembled like a mad dog at the end of its leash. It wanted to grow. It wanted to swallow Shane’s mind. All of it.

			No coming back. Shane believed it. There was something final down there. He could only muster a whisper. “How do I stop it?”

			The answer came without hesitation. “Let us help.”

			Shane wanted to scream, Do it. Help me! The pressure ratcheted up a notch. The darkness shivered with anticipation.

			“How?”

			“We will strip away the lies. But you must let us in.”

			Shane’s eyes went wide. Us. We. Them. The zerg.

			The Swarm.

			They were already touching his mind. The zerg were here, speaking to him with his own face. Something clicked. He could feel the connection between the marine standing before him and the masses of zerg outside the windows. They were one and the same.

			“Bastard.” The pain in his head worsened, but Shane didn’t care. The holes in reality grew. “Get out of my head. Get OUT!” Shane focused and lashed out without thought, striking in a way he didn’t understand. The armored marine disappeared instantly. The figure’s eyes left a pair of burning purple shadows in Shane’s vision. He looked out the windows and saw that the zerg had vanished as well.

			The pressure, however, remained. It grew even worse by the moment. Shane now stood truly alone within the assembly hall.

			He dropped to his knees, his fingers digging into his head. His fingernails tore grooves into his scalp, and warm blood trickled down his face.

			I’m going to die.

			A howling, squalling silence scratched at his eardrums. Shane screamed. His own voice sounded thin and distant to his ears. Some of the holes in reality stretched from floor to ceiling and beyond, still merging and doubling in size with each heartbeat. That final darkness threatened to overwhelm his vision.

			Shane didn’t doubt the pressure inside his head would tear his mind apart. He feared the alternative more. I won’t let them in. I won’t.

			He held on, keeping his eyes wide open. In a few more moments, the assembly hall would unravel along with the remnants of his sanity. That would be the last thing he would ever see.

			His thoughts spun, desperately searching for a way out. The assembly hall is true. He knew that. Everything else about his induction ceremony seemed foggy and insubstantial. He focused on the assembly hall. Only on the assembly hall. That would be his foundation.

			The pressure burst free, turning into a roaring river, threatening to carry him into the darkness. Shane let everything else go and clung only to his bedrock. Madness yawned before him.

			The current carved canyons in his mind. Shane held on as the chaos peeled something back, exposing a raw and primal and smooth surface.

			Shane’s memory of his induction ceremony shredded into tatters, and then mist, and then nothing at all.

			Emperor Mengsk’s speech was gone. The recruits were gone.

			The pressure was gone. The lies are gone.

			The assembly hall remained.

			Shane blinked.

			“Herein passes the solemn judgment of the Dominion,” said the judge, peering down from his bench. “On count one, premeditated murder: guilty. On count two, torture and sadistic actions leading to the death of the victim: guilty. On count three, arson leading to the death of the victim: guilty.”

			With each verdict, the murmurs of approval grew louder in the crowded assembly hall. The daylight that flooded through the ceiling-high windows on the east wall spotlighted the newly convicted criminal and the court officers who stood at his side, holding him upright before the judge.

			Nineteen-year-old Geoff Shane, soon to be condemned inmate Geoff Shane, hardly paid attention as the judge continued to announce the guilty verdicts. Kidnapping: guilty. Defiling a victim of a violent crime: guilty.

			Shane had laughed when his defense counselor had told him he would be charged with more than twenty different crimes. That many? For one junkie? “They need to fill a quota or something?” he had asked.

			He scowled at the court officer on his left, who was gripping his elbow, putting constant pressure on Shane’s shoulder.

			Mutilation: guilty. Use of narcotics in service of an assault leading to the death of the victim: guilty.

			“I’ll kill you,” Shane whispered to the officer. “I’ll burn you crispy. You like that?”

			The officer merely looked back and increased the pressure on Shane’s shoulder, not exactly trembling from fear. Shane felt his old familiar temper flare up. A red mist settled over his vision. He imagined how the pig would scream while burning alive.

			Shane could feel the eyes of the crowd on him, staring and judging. Like they ain’t never done nothing wrong. ”What are y’all looking at?!” Shane shouted, and was rewarded with an open-handed blow to the side of his head from the officer on his right. Shane snarled at him.

			“The defendant will remain silent,” the judge said. “On count sixteen, arson with the intent of destroying evidence of a heinous crime: guilty.”

			In the back of Shane’s mind, far from his smirking exterior and growing uneasiness over the long list of convictions, a tiny spark of his consciousness watched the unfolding proceedings with pure horror.

			This can’t be true. This can’t be what really happened.

			As the judge rattled off more guilty verdicts, that same small part of Shane’s mind tried to deny it all, tried to damn it as another lie or false memory. It wasn’t. This was his bedrock. This was the unvarnished truth he had clung to.

			Free from the lies, a word finally returned to the surface: resocialization. The Dominion had hid his crimes from him and replaced them with strong, positive memories, layer by layer. Even the very concept of resocialization, the word itself, had been locked up and buried until the scouring of his mind had unearthed it along with all the rest.

			He could see how the lies had been fashioned onto his own memories, anchored to something firm and real. Instead of having sentence passed on him for murder, he had stood in front of the Dominion’s supreme leader and been sworn into the Marines. Instead of facing the disdain of a vengeful crowd, he had pledged himself in service and been applauded. The pretty fiction had been carefully molded until almost nothing remained of the truth.

			Shane desperately wanted to believe this trial too was a lie. His trial—no, his conviction; the trial was done and over—had the same sense of weight and truth of his bedrock. This was all real.

			The lies were gone. Stripped away.

			Stripped away by the zerg. Warning bells sounded in the aware part of his mind.

			The judge finally finished reading the verdicts: guilty on all twenty-three counts. He asked Shane if he had anything to say that might mitigate the heinous nature of his crimes, but the nineteen-year-old grinned sloppily and spat and shouted curses at the top of his lungs until the court officers wrestled him to the ground and clamped a metal device to his jaw, pinning his mouth shut.

			That only enraged Shane further. As his garbled vulgarities continued to rise from the courtroom floor, the judge passed sentence, delivering the punishment the crowd had hoped for: death.

			Spontaneous applause broke out. The bailiff called for order. The officers dragged the condemned inmate Geoff Shane out of the assembly hall, off to a swift execution. No appeals would be granted. His sentence would be carried out by sunset.

			Shane knew what was coming. The aware part of his mind cried out for the memory to stop. He didn’t want to experience this again. No more.

			They dragged him from the transport. They carried him into a featureless building. They pulled him onto a secure lift that traveled well belowground.

			No more, please.

			They forced him into a whitewashed room, still manacled. They left him there for hours, ignoring his curses and threats and screams and growing panic about his imminent walk to the execution chamber.

			The aware part of his mind knew that he would not be executed. He knew the Dominion had use for him. He knew that soon the military grunts would come and drag him into the dark room with the Dominion insignias. They would shove him into one of those awful, awful tubes. And then the pain would begin, and his memories would change.

			That would be his true graduation. His true induction into the Dominion’s service. He cried out in his mind for help. Any help.

			Soon, it came.

			A marine wearing a fully armored combat suit stood in the whitewashed room with him, regarding Shane with emotionless eyes. The light was funny. His eyes seemed to glow.

			The two Shanes stared at each other for a long time in silence.

			“Let us help,” said the marine with Geoff Shane’s face.

			“Who are you?” Shane said, voice cracking.

			“We are what you could be.”

			Shane remembered the view outside the assembly hall windows. He remembered the unending fields of zerg. “How? How could I end up like you?”

			“Ask.”

			“No.”

			“Let us help,” the marine repeated.

			“I don’t need that kind of help,” Shane said.

			“You do. We’ve seen pain like yours before in your kind,” the marine said. “Often. Your leaders seem to prefer it.”

			Shane felt helpless. His crimes had been laid bare before an inhuman perspective, and they had been described as pain. “What I did can’t be forgiven.”

			“We accept.”

			The statement caught Shane off guard. “What?”

			“We accept.”

			“You want people like me?” That sounded like a good reason to refuse.

			“We accept, just as they did.”

			Shane spat. His manacled hands jerked uselessly. “The Dominion didn’t accept me. They changed me.”

			“Yes.”

			Shane could hear the two meanings in the word: yes, the Dominion changed you, and yes, they accepted you.

			Shane squeezed his eyes shut. Another concept locked away under his resocialization surfaced. He remembered deformed marines lumbering alongside the zerg, with guns and tentacles and absolutely no remaining humanity. Enslaved.

			Infested.

			Fresh terror flooded his stomach. Shane—Private First Class Geoff Shane—had seen them with his own eyes. He had fought them. He had watched with envy as firebats had burned them to a crisp. The infested had been nothing to fear. They were simply zerg. Targets for the Dominion’s ordnance. Resocialization hadn’t allowed him to think of them as anything else.

			PFC Shane had taken on the infested in more battles than he cared to remember. PFC Shane had won.

			He saw no reason to switch sides.

			“We accept,” the marine repeated.

			“You didn’t accept them; you killed them,” PFC Shane said.

			“You killed them,” the marine said. They meant it literally. PFC Shane had personally gunned down many of the abominations.

			“They were dead before I ever saw them.”

			“No.”

			“You turned them into . . . you,” Shane said.

			“Yes. We accept,” they said.

			“Bastards. You . . .” Shane stopped talking. His earlier words echoed in his head. They turned them. “They didn’t switch sides. They didn’t choose. You captured them and changed them.” His stomach roiled.

			“They chose.”

			Shane barely heard the marine. His mind had finally made the connection. “So you must have captured me too,” he said. His voice trembled only a bit.

			The zerg marine with PFC Shane’s face didn’t respond.

			“Where am I right now?” Shane asked. No response. “Have I been captured? Wake me up. Let me see.”

			“No.”

			I have been captured. Shane kept himself calm. The infested humans he had seen were deformed. Unrecognizable as humans but for two arms and two legs. The zerg were somehow keeping his mind underwater, trapped in his memories while they did god knows what to his body.

			He might already be one of them. But maybe not. Shane clung to that thought. It might not be too late. He needed to escape. If they kept him buried in memories, asleep, escape would be impossible. He needed to convince them to wake him up. “Let me see,” Shane said.

			“No.”

			“Yes.”

			“Not until you let us help.”

			“No,” said Shane.

			The marine stood silent for a moment, and then that familiar pressure returned to Shane’s mind. There was only the faintest hint of a headache, nothing like the sheer agony of before. The pressure seemed to lurch and twist, unable to find a grip, sliding over his mind with numb fingers.

			Shane smiled. That was nothing. He could handle that forever. “Uh-oh. That’s not working anymore, is it? How strange. It kind of feels like you don’t have anything left to hurt me with.”

			The marine didn’t answer, and Shane grinned broadly. “Can’t hook into my brain without a little ragged resocialization to work with? You can keep me down here, but you can’t tear me apart again, can you?”

			“Let us help,” the zerg marine said.

			“You dumb bastards. That line don’t work no more. Is this how you break marines? Push ’em to the edge of insanity and wait for them to panic?” Shane stared down his doppelganger. “I bet all that pain of scraping away resocialization works as a pretty good motivator. And then you’re right there waiting, offering a hand in friendship. ‘Let us help.’ Go to hell.”

			The marine kept silent. That was fine with Shane. He was just warming up. “You almost ripped my brain apart. You almost killed me, but I threw you out and rode the whirlwind myself.” Sarcasm crept in. “Is that unusual? Does that make me special?”

			The marine finally responded. “No. Others proceed that way.”

			“Need our cooperation, right? Can’t just squash us flat? It does too much damage, doesn’t it? You need me to let you in.” Shane laughed. It felt good. Finally, an advantage. “Guess what? I won’t cooperate down here. Ever. You lost your chance and now you can’t pin me down. Kill me, or let me wake up and then we can talk. I don’t care either way.”

			The marine looked down at the floor. He—they—seemed to be thinking. A long moment passed. Then the marine’s glowing gaze rose again to meet Shane’s.

			“There is no escape. We could force you if we wanted.”

			“If you could’ve, you would’ve,” Shane said.

			“We still could.” The inhuman eyes bored into his, and Shane heard the marine’s voice, his own voice, turn alien and cold. All pretense of humanity evaporated. “But we don’t need to,” they said. “You may stay as long as you wish.”

			The marine vanished. Shane was all alone in the whitewashed room.

			He remained there for hours. The zerg presence never returned. The Dominion officers came for him and dragged the kicking and screaming Shane to the resocialization tanks.

			The scientists had gone to work with boredom.

			The transparent tube door had closed over him and Shane had screamed as the pain finally began, but neither the officers nor the scientists had taken notice. He was a murderer and worse. Pure scum.

			Agony pulsed through his head. Memories rose to his mind’s eye unbidden and shuffled away just as fast.

			Shane hadn’t been able to control it. He hadn’t understood what was happening. His life had marched past as he had thrashed and cursed.

			Now he understood. The scientists had inspected his memories. Catalogued them. Found the ones that hurt the most. They had made him relive them all. Only later had they changed them.

			He blinked. They had started at the beginning, and it began with pain.

			Eight-year-old Geoff Shane had fallen backward and landed on his back, dazed and bleeding from the nose.

			His father had been yelling, demanding an apology, fist still clenched. Geoff had apologized over and over, something about a chair he had accidentally broken. His head throbbed from the pain.

			PFC Shane wasn’t merely remembering it; he was reliving it. His thoughts swam. His tongue felt thick and numb. Some of his teeth wiggled loose on the left side of his jaw. He could smell the poisonously sharp stench of whiskey on his father’s breath. He heard his younger self mumble yet another apology and felt the slap he received in return.

			His father had wanted a more sincere apology. “Tell her you’re sorry like you mean it,” he had said.

			Don’t laugh, PFC Shane wailed. The boy couldn’t hear him. In his daze, eight-year-old Geoff had laughed, unafraid. “Mom’s dead and she would have hated that chair,” the boy had giggled.

			His father’s fist had whistled through the air, and the memories grew fuzzy for a time. PFC Shane heard two of Geoff’s ribs cracking and felt more pain in his head. When the boy had finally woken up, his thoughts had been out of order. Fear had retreated far into the distance, but anger and pain had throbbed in its place. His heartbeat had pounded in his ears. Sweat had beaded on his forehead.

			His head had felt as if it would burst at the seams.

			His father had been asleep. Or passed out. It didn’t matter. Geoff had stood in the bedroom doorway and watched his father’s chest rise and fall for a while. He had thought about grabbing a knife from the kitchen or finding his father’s “Koprulu Special” revolver with the chrome siding.

			A belch had escaped his father’s mouth. The smell of alcohol had wafted through the room.

			The eight-year-old boy had walked unsteadily out to the kitchen and noticed for the first time the mostly empty bottle of strong hooch on the table. He had sniffed the dark amber liquid. He had thought about it. PFC Shane remained silent and numb.

			When Geoff had made his decision, he had walked back to his father’s bedroom and dumped the remainder of the bottle onto the sleeping man’s chest.

			No. PFC Shane tried to escape to another memory. Anything else. He even tried running back to his resocialization. To his conviction. He would have gladly welcomed that pain. It didn’t work. They were going to make him relive every awful moment.

			His father had snorted and licked his lips as the alcohol had splattered over his body, but he hadn’t woken up. Geoff had found his father’s lighter next to his cheap Umojan cigars and flicked it. He had held the dancing orange flame over his father and stared. Then he had dropped it.

			Geoff had been surprised at how slowly the flames had grown. He had been equally surprised that his father had never woken up. Smoke had filled the room, and the smell of burning fabric and flesh had made Geoff retch. He had stumbled outdoors and watched as the flames had spread through the home, and had remembered far, far too late that his three-month-old sister had still been sleeping in her bedroom.

			He never tried to save her. He had sat silently with his head in his hands and peeked out between his fingers, watching the flames twist.

			Shane blinked. He was back in the resocialization tank, screaming in pain, and then reality fell away from him again.

			Please stop.

			His memories hopped forward a decade. Eighteen-year-old Geoff Shane had lured a young girl to his dump-house apartment with promises of free snoke. The girl had been strung out. She hadn’t needed much convincing, and she had nodded off after a few minutes, her eyes darting around underneath her eyelids in some drug-fueled dream. It was what Shane had been waiting for.

			PFC Shane wasn’t merely remembering it; he was reliving it. Shane’s anticipation was his anticipation. Shane’s pleasure was his pleasure. It was more horrific than he could have ever imagined.

			No more. PFC Shane knew what was coming. He tried to turn away. He tried to stop watching. He called out in his mind for help. None of it worked. He couldn’t blink unless eighteen-year-old Shane blinked. He couldn’t turn away unless Shane did.

			“Let us help,” PFC Shane heard a voice say.

			Shane had watched her chest rise and fall for a long time. He had lifted one of her eyelids and stared into the dilated pupil. She hadn’t stirred, and Shane had been mesmerized. Then he had set the fire. She had finally woken up and her eyes had gone wide, showing pale white circles in the suddenly orange light.

			He had stayed close as the flames had spread. Her screams had sung in his ears. His eyes had danced over the sight of her thrashing form.

			PFC Shane tried to wake up. He struggled for the surface but felt his mind collide with a ceiling. The zerg were keeping him under.

			“Let us help,” a voice said.

			Shane’s skin had blistered and cracked as he had leaned in close. He had breathed deep. He had craved the aroma. There was nothing like it in the universe. It was always so fresh, the smell of a living, breathing creature roasting in its own juices.

			He had drunk in the sweet, sweet scent, making PFC Shane drink with him. And it was sweet. It was the smell of sugar caramelizing. Always a bit different but always the same.

			PFC Shane rebounded off the ceiling again and again. It hurt each time, but he no longer cared.

			“Let us help,” a voice said.

			Her screams had choked off but her weak struggling had continued. A sharp new smell had filled the room. The flames had roared with renewed vigor, and Shane had smiled. Joy and glee invaded PFC Shane’s mind. He tried to push it all away. He tried to hate it.

			He was lying to himself and he knew it. He loved it. He always would.

			“Let us help,” a voice said.

			A marine in a fully armored combat suit appeared before eighteen-year-old Geoff Shane, backlit by the growing inferno. Shane looked deeply into the figure’s glowing eyes. And blinked.

			• • •

			Two structures still burned about half a kilometer in the distance, but the last screams had long since died away. In the sky and on the ground, the Swarm moved through the wreckage of the terran outpost. The thick mass of creep spread relentlessly, already licking at the bodies of fallen enemies, eager to envelop and claim them for its own.

			In the shadow of the floating overlords, one member of the Swarm sank to its knees. The creature wore the armor of the Dominion Marines, the plated steel barely fitting over the warped humanoid shape. Tendrils and giant fleshy growths squeezed through the gaps.

			Two glowing eyes peered out from under the creature’s helmet. Its breath was steady but heavy. Smoke coiled around it. The creature sniffed and snorted. The smell wasn’t very sweet.

			Nearby, a zergling bounded over the smoldering remains of a Dominion Wraith and skittered to a halt. The smaller four-legged creature looked up at the taller being, scythelike jaws clacking together happily in front of its wide fanged grin.

			The larger two-legged creature looked down and huffed deep breaths of satisfaction. The Swarm was victorious. It was done.

			Its glowing eyes blinked.

		

	
		
			Week 10

			@LeahAMartine: @JakeJRamsey I have to say that I’m amazed at how perceptive you are, even if it is involuntary.

				@JakeJRamsey Your mind is a joy to witness. The way your thoughts flash and shift. The complexity and unpredictability of your mental landscape.

			@JakeJRamsey: @LeahAMartine You know, I think you’re the first person I’ve met who’s described an archaeologist’s mind as anything but ponderous.

				@LeahAMartine But thanks. Guess I should get started on prepping for our next round of tests.

			@LeahAMartine: @JakeJRamsey Hang on, Professor. Are you trying to hide your thoughts from me?

			@JakeJRamsey: @LeahAMartine It’s only natural, isn’t it? With all the surveillance on this rock, thoughts are the only privacy we have.

			To: Dr. Daniel Rothfuss

			From: Dr. Talen Ayers

			Subject: Are we safe?

			I believe that I have attached this mechanism to the back of my desk correctly, Dan; the little light-thing is flashing green, as you said. You know, my daughter often laughed at my ineptitude with technology—called me a backwoods yokel. I suppose that the proper placement of your device will be obvious once I send this note to you. If I hear marine boots stomping down the hallway, I’ll know I did it wrong.

			Honestly, my mind is still spinning from our conversation earlier. While I appreciate your making time for me in spite of a busy schedule, I do wish we had been able to arrange for a longer discussion. 

			My primary worry is that you hinted at technology and possibilities I am quite certain lie outside the realm of Dominion science, and I fear that your enticing offers of information may come laced with treason. If you are working with the Umojans or some espionage wing of the Kel-Morian Combine, then I should be up front with you: I am a patriot. If I detect even a whiff of traitorous scheming, I shall be compelled to alert the authorities. Dr. Branamoor may be a bit paranoid and uncouth in his treatment of the respected minds gathered here, but I believe he has a genuine concern for our efforts and their contribution to the survival of the Terran Dominion in this dangerous corner of the galaxy.

			But you asked me to keep this correspondence brief, so I shall focus on the most important question, to me at least: What do you know of Maren? You said that you had some information regarding my daughter but refused to divulge any more before our meeting ended. Please, Dan. I haven’t heard a word since her platoon was routed to Anselm, and that was before I was assigned here. Other members of our team have been receiving mail from their families, albeit filtered and closely monitored. I have nothing. What do you know? I don’t ask as a fellow academic, but as a worried father. 

			TA

			To: Dr. Talen Ayers

			From: Dr. Daniel Rothfuss

			Subject: RE: Are we safe?

			If you see the green light, then your scrambler is functioning perfectly, Talen. I designed these things to be klutz-proof. Just make sure that the device is removed and hidden among your personal effects after each use.

			Again, I apologize for my earlier brevity. While our rooms have not been tapped for sound (an odd oversight by our gracious host), I have found that security patrols around my quarters tend to increase in frequency when I have visitors. For some strange reason, Helek Branamoor doesn’t trust me. I suspect this is because my selection to the Blackstone staff was pushed through against his will, but it is also possible that the man is simply good at reading people.

			His instincts are right, you know. He really shouldn’t trust me.

			No, don’t worry, Talen. I am not working for any of the outside parties you mentioned, but perhaps you could say my allegiance is to humanity at large. For now, that will have to be enough for you. And you will have to take me at my word when I say that Helek Branamoor and his puppet master, Arcturus Mengsk, are not working for the betterment of our species as a whole—or of you specifically. 

			Over the past few centuries, Dominion technology has made commendable advances in the blunt science of military strength: better armor, better weapons, and frighteningly obedient soldiers. But there has been surprisingly little progress in the fields of encryption and machine language. Significant portions of the original ATLAS coding and functionality still exist in your adjutants like familiar old dinosaurs. My guess is that dependence on the servile and deliberately limited sapience of these automatons has allowed for intellectual complacency in those fields, especially since the more exciting horizons of extrasolar planets and xenoscience have been within your grasp.

			Regardless, this has presented an enticing Achilles’ heel to this wheelchair-bound Paris. (I have learned that you are an Old Earth aficionado, and thought you might appreciate the turn of phrase.) 

			I have been able to crack into the personnel files here on Blackstone, and in doing so uncovered unsettling notes from Branamoor and his cronies suggesting that information is being held from both you and Talise. One particularly cryptic memo came from Korhal. It stressed a fear that your research efforts would suffer if you learned about your “two troublesome girls.” 

			Those are Mengsk’s words. 

			I have been able to uncover an array of Dominion reports on Dr. Cogan’s daughter and her dealings with a rebel group around Agria, Meinhoff, and some planet on the edge of protoss space. The reports have a few interesting . . . details. Details that I plan to share with Dr. Cogan as soon as I can find time in her schedule for a social call. Your daughter’s status has been much more difficult to track down, but I believe that is because her data is somehow tied to our own highly secretive research. I know that this information is inadequate and will only cause further worry. But I would rather have you hear what little I have found now than have you be surprised later. And I need you to trust me. 

			Because you are not just building weapons to protect humanity, Talen. You are being used. My exploration through the personnel files opened up some frightening avenues. For instance, did you know that Dr. Langridge has an entire level of the facility dedicated to xenoflora that can control human thought? Not alien thought. That’s right—Mengsk has a section of this facility dedicated to controlling his own subjects. And that is only one of seven isolated levels hidden beneath this one. All are taking your research into dark places that you know nothing about. All are completely off the books. 

			And your friend Dr. Held is still on-site. He has been moved down to a sublevel, along with a handful of psi-blocked protoss. 

			I already know of your patriotism, Talen. I know that you will refuse to believe most of what I have said. But I also know that you are a smart man and that you will wait to see if there is any proof to my words before acting. I will track down what I can so that you can see what I see. What Jake Ramsey sees.

			That Project Blackstone must be destroyed.

			DR

		

	
		
			Great One

			By Alex Irvine

			Patient: Sergeant Norwood Doakes, of Torch Seven. That’s the 7th platoon, 4th Marine Division. We are on the battlecruiser Scion, in parking orbit around the planet Vygoire. This is a debriefing and medical report. The short version: he’s in bad shape.

			How bad?

			Bad enough that we might have to kill him to get what we need.

			Let’s try to avoid that. But if it’s necessary . . .

			Right. On with the debriefing. I’m going to give him a shot. It’ll snap him out of it long enough that we should be able to find out what happened. There we go. That ought to do it. For now.

			• • •

			We hit Vygoire like we knew it was going to hit us back, straight down out of the dropships by the book, boots on the ground two at a time and one second apart, the way Torch Seven does it. Terrain was jungle, jungle, and more jungle, with the occasional clearing or river-bend mudflat. We formed up on one of those mudflats and got the latest weather and maps pinged down from the Scion. Right on the money. The lab complex was half a klick through the jungle away from the river. “Give us the lesson, Sarge,” one of my wise guys said.

			I think I’m the only man in the platoon who hasn’t been brain-panned. The guys let me hear about it all the time, like I joined the marines to slum with lowlifes. One time, we were on Mar Sara, and I started talking about the history, just to kill time. The unit decided I was a professor because I read something other than a weapons manual once. Now they’re like a bunch of kids sometimes. Tell us this, tell us that, what’s this, where does this come from.

			I don’t mind. Long as they still listen when I give them orders. And they do. There’s twenty-seven of them and one of me, but every man in Torch Seven knows who’s in charge. Sergeant Doakes is fekking in charge, that’s who.

			I didn’t have a lesson about Vygoire. All I knew was the briefing all of us had gotten. Remote, recently discovered, overrun by the Swarm three years ago. Cleared two years after that. Currently home to a single science installation, personnel numbering approximately one hundred. Location of interest because said science lab had failed to answer routine communications for nearly six months.

			We had orbital images of the planet that showed no trace of creep. Also the sky-eyes had closer shots of the lab complex that showed some damage, but it looked like natural phenomena had caused it. The lab was set at the base of a hill, and the hillside near the damaged buildings had a big scar in the vegetation. Looked like a landslide, and that was the theory we went on.

			Up close, we didn’t have any reason to think different. Rocks and mud from the hillside, along with tree trunks, were all churned together with the ruined walls of the damaged buildings. It was raining like hell, and it wasn’t too hard to guess that landslides were pretty common in the jungle parts of Vygoire.

			The lab complex was six buildings, with at least two subterranean levels we knew about from the schematics we had from the mission briefing. The building closest to the hill was a total loss. Two others were partially wrecked, but their roofs had held. The other three were undamaged. The whole area was fenced in, with a gate for vehicle traffic to the southwest. A two-track road led away from it into the jungle. Aggregate area was maybe two acres. Near the gate there was a functional missile and radar installation, with an attached comm tower.

			We went in on standard urban-recon protocols, clearing the lab complex building by building and room by room. I had Milner and Jouvert leading fire teams up front, hopscotching, while the rest of us advanced in a support formation. We stayed tight because we didn’t know what we were looking for. Pretty soon we were sure the lab was deserted, but it hadn’t been for long. The power was on, and some of the automated processes were still chugging away. In the parts of it that weren’t wrecked, anyway. I don’t know what they were doing. We glanced through the central terminals and found something about a research project. It was focused on a common plant that produced a certain kind of psychoactive spore.

			The other thing we saw all over the lab was weird graffiti: two curved lines that intersected about two-thirds of the way to the top of both. Like parentheses that had fallen into each other. It was drawn on desktops, scratched into the walls . . . a couple of places we saw it painted in what looked like blood, but on that first sweep we didn’t stop to analyze it.

			Human remains were present in two of the buildings, both near the hillside. We counted four sets of remains, but it was tough to tell because they were scattered around.

			• • •

			Listen to him. The shot turned him into a robot.

			Better than the way he was raving before, wasn’t it?

			You’re the doctor, Langridge. Keep him alive and talking. There are a lot of interested parties waiting on the results of this mission.

			• • •

			There was a trail leading from the north side of the lab complex into the jungle. We followed it and found some evidence of Vygoire’s recent zerg-infested past. A battle had taken place here. Pieces of armor and a crashed diamondback were still visible in the regrown jungle. It looked like our guys had been cutting a trail through the jungle—the trail we were walking on—and the zerg came out of the green from all sides. I had a little flashback to what that must have been like.

			Jouvert scouted ahead and reported that the trail went down a ravine about a hundred meters ahead of the battle site. We pulled back to the perimeter of the lab complex, near the gate, and I made a quick status call to the Scion. Also I figured that if the lab personnel were hiding out somewhere, they would be using their own frequency to communicate, so I had Hamzi patch us into the comm tower. While we waited for him to finish the patch and test it, we all popped our faceplates. Our Pigs—that’s HPIGNUs: Handheld Personal Information-Gathering and Navigation Units to you non-marines—were reading good air and no dangerous compounds or airborne microorganisms. Vygoire was starting to look pretty good. Breathable atmosphere, no zerg. Must have been tons of resources if this kind of jungle could grow there. In a hundred years, I remember thinking, it’ll be capital of this sector once the big industrials get prospectors out here and see what they’ve been missing.

			“Attention, personnel of the Vygoire scientific installation: this is Sergeant Norwood Doakes of the Dominion Marine Corps,” I said. “If you receive this message, please respond.”

			Nothing. I repeated the message and waited.

			“They’re dead,” Milner said.

			“What killed them, then? We ain’t seen anything bigger’n my glove,” Jouvert said. “And the zerg have been cleared out for a year now.”

			I broke off the call and said, “That’s what we’re here to find out.”

			Nothing in our briefing had suggested that the native fauna on Vygoire were anything to worry about. It was a Permian-level ecosystem, all ferns and insects. But something had happened to the scientists. I pinged the Scion with an update on what we had found.

			“Battlecruiser Scion. Report, Sergeant Doakes.”

			“Not much to report, Scion. The lab complex is deserted. Vygoire has no advanced life-forms, correct?”

			“Correct.”

			“And the zerg were eradicated.”

			“Correct.”

			“You sure you got no signs of creep anywhere?”

			“Negative. Vygoire’s clean.”

			“We are continuing recon, then,” I said. “Will update when we have located the lab personnel and we need extraction.”

			“Don’t rush, Torch Seven. We are pulling out of this system on an emergency redeploy for escort duty.”

			“How long are we talking about, Scion? We’re only carrying supplies for initial recon and return.”

			“Short duration. We will notify you when we are back in-system and extraction is available. Enjoy your vacation, Torch Seven. Scion out.”

			“ ‘Short duration,’ ” Jouvert said when I had signed off. “Guess we better start building houses. Sarge, you can be the schoolteacher.”

			• • •

			I piped up a slightly more formal version of the field report, attaching the research notes about the spores. Our Pigs weren’t picking up anything dangerous, but my policy is when you don’t know what’s important, include everything.

			Since we weren’t getting any response from the science staff, we went back into recon mode. There was a clear footpath leading down the ravine. We followed it. Down at the bottom was a cleared space. In the middle of it was a tree trunk with the curved-line symbol carved all over it. It was one of the biggest trees I’d ever seen, even with its lower branches all snapped off and huge gouges taken out of its trunk. Surrounding it were ruts and furrows that looked like something real big had been doing acrobatics. Also there were little bits of unmistakably human remains.

			“I told you: they’re dead,” Milner said.

			“Some of them.” The full lab staff had numbered a hundred or so. I couldn’t make any precise estimate of how many sets of remains we’d found, but it wasn’t anywhere near that. Even so, something was killing them.

			The tactical part of my brain had been processing the terrain all the way from the edge of the lab compound to where we now stood. I took a look around to get a more complete picture. Just past a line of trees on the southern edge of the clearing, I could see water, what looked like a sizable lake. The stream that ran down the ravine drained into it. The north and east sides of the clearing ended in thickly forested and steep slopes. Back up the ravine, the lab compound was half a klick or so to the west-northwest.

			On the side of the clearing across from the bottom of the ravine, another trail disappeared into the jungle gloom. This one looked like it followed around the edge of the lake, and judging from the way the trees rose up on the other side, it was the only way to get to the clearing from wherever the trail led. The trail itself was big enough for about six marines in full CMC armor to walk down side by side, and the trees on either side of it were scarred. Some of the smaller ones were uprooted or snapped off two or three meters from the ground. Freshly broken branches still dangled and oozed sap. I sent Chen over for a closer look, and he came back saying that there were tracks. Huge tracks. Quadruped, he said. I remember that word because he’d just gotten it out of his mouth when we heard the roar.

			“What the hell is that?” Jouvert said. Torch Seven went to combat footing, weapons leveled, five-meter spacing, the whole routine.

			Then something else happened that didn’t make sense until later. One of my men went into full-on freak-out. Started screaming out coordinates that didn’t make any sense, racked his gauss, and went tear-assing across the clearing in the direction of the sound. He was saying something about gods, but I don’t know which gods he meant.

			I also think he said the words Great One, but at the time I didn’t know why.

			And I didn’t have time to think about it because of the ultra­lisk that came tearing out of the jungle, right into the middle of our formation.

			If you’ve never seen an ultralisk, it’s bigger than a goddamn tank, and louder, and faster. Tall as four marines in full armor, and long enough that in the jungle you can be fighting the front end before you can even see the back of it coming out of the bush. It’s got two pairs of scythes attached where wings might be on a dragon. They’re called kaiser blades; I don’t know why, but I’ve seen what they can do. They sweep through marine battle armor like it’s tinfoil. You can unload a C-14 at an ultra-lisk until the barrel melts, and you’ll only make it mad. Correction: madder. They’re already mad. Ultralisks get out of bed mad and hungry. When they’re done slashing you to bits, they stomp on the pieces of you before you’re all the way dead.

			This was my first time seeing one. I’d done all the simulations and seen all the files, but none of it does justice to the presence of the thing. Your first thought when you see an ultralisk is There’s no way I can kill this thing.

			We hit it with everything we had, and it didn’t even slow down. While we fired, I was shouting orders, getting Torch Seven to what cover there was, and trying like hell to figure out how you fought something like that with small arms in open ground. The answer is you don’t.

			Singh lost his legs and then his head before the ultralisk was all the way out into the clearing. Morrison was next, spiked on the tip of one of the blades and flung into the underbrush with his armor opened up and him spilling out of it. Then I lost track of specifics. Torch Seven took 30 percent casualties before their training asserted itself and they formed up in the only way that made sense: a covering-fire, get-the-hell-out retreat. We backed straight up the ravine until it narrowed enough that the ultra­lisk could barely squeeze through. It stopped, and we kept firing, starting to do some damage as a spike here and there found a joint or a crack in its carapace.

			Then it backed out of the ravine into the clearing, still roaring over the sound of our C-14s, and turned around to rumble back the way it had come. That was when I saw that Twohy, who had gotten us into this mess, was down under a fallen tree trunk the ultralisk had knocked over on its initial charge. The ultralisk didn’t even see him, but it crushed his entire upper body flat as it passed by on its way back into the jungle. Part of him shot out from under its foot like ketchup squirting out of a ruptured commissary packet. It splattered across the churned-up ground in a curve of pink and red.

			That’s when the graffiti suddenly made sense. It was a warning. At least that’s what we thought at the time. The curving, crossed lines were kaiser blades.

			My comm was full of noise. Everyone was babbling, and behind it all was a strange kind of rumbling sensation, a dumb black rage that could never be satisfied. I’ve been on plenty of battlefields and killed plenty of things, but never in my life did I want to kill just for the sake of killing until right then. You know what I mean, right, Vera? You were there. I know you said it doesn’t affect you, but that can’t be true, it’s everywhere, you can’t escape—

			• • •

			He’s starting to rave again. Is it too soon to give him another shot?

			You know more about the spores than we do. You tell us.

			I don’t know that much more. It probably won’t hurt him. He’s a marine.

			Yeah, but he’s not one of the brain-panned ogres we usually deal with.

			He’s a marine. Give him the shot.

			• • •

			What?

			Now, we thought we were on a rescue mission. We formed up, did what we could for the wounded, and called in evac for the dead.

			Recovery call was denied even though Scion was going to be back in-system within hours. Word came down that Scion wasn’t outfitted for atmospheric maneuvers, and dropships weren’t coming down until the ultralisk was either taken care of or vacationing on the other side of the planet. “An ultra can tear a dropship in two,” was the comm officer’s pithy summation. “Report again when you’ve taken it out.”

			Well, shit. That was my highly trained and tactically astute reaction.

			I said it out loud when we were attacked again.

			This time it wasn’t the ultralisk. Spears started coming out of the trees around us, and that was almost as surprising as the ultralisk. Who the hell would use spears against CMC-armored marines? The worst they could do was hurt your ears when one of them banged off your helmet. We laid down a suppressing fire, and I sent four guys in under it to take care of whatever native life-form was using us for target practice.

			They came back with three humans wearing shredded clothes that used to be lab coats. Two men, one woman. All three raving about something they called the Great One, which wasn’t too hard to figure out. But the men were also in a panic because they were terrified of the doctor.

			And who was the doctor?

			“Van Rijn!” one of them screamed. He was full-on crazy, foaming at the mouth, veins in his forehead about to pop. He’d bitten his tongue while the marines brought him in, and I almost wanted to shoot him just so he’d shut up. But that’s not the kind of example I want to set for the men. I mean, they may be brain-panned, but they’re not animals. At least, not most of the time.

			“Who’s Van Rijn?” I asked.

			“The doctor! We have to get back so we can be next!”

			“Next what?”

			“Next for the Great One!” the captive cried, spraying bloody spit everywhere. I’d opened my visor to interrogate him, and I regretted it.

			I took a step back. “You worked at the lab? With the doctor?”

			One of my noncoms, Corporal Blodgett, said, “Our info on the lab says that Gerhardt van Rijn was the director. Also, Sarge, what about Twohy?”

			“What about him?”

			“The running down the ravine, shooting into the trees and screaming.”

			I saw where he was going. Twohy had gone nuts and run straight into the ultralisk’s blades. Now we had three lab rats who sounded like they wanted to do the same thing, if that was what they meant by “next for the Great One.”

			Something was way out of whack here.

			“Take us to him,” I said.

			The woman, who hadn’t said a word until then, spoke up. “Wait. You’re in charge?”

			“He’s in charge,” Blodgett said.

			She took a step toward me but stopped when the motion got six C-14s aimed at her. “I need to talk to you,” she said.

			“So talk,” I said.

			“It’s—just us,” she said. She looked scared, but not of me. “Please.”

			Some of the men snickered. I knew what they were thinking but didn’t bother to address it. “Step over here,” I said, and led her a short distance away. “Okay. Talk.”

			“My name is Vera Langridge,” she said.

			“Okay, Vera Langridge.”

			“I was one of the lead researchers at the station. We were looking into the aftereffects of zerg creep on an ecosystem.”

			“Okay.”

			“That was when we found out about the spores.”

			It took me a second to catch up. “The spores mentioned in the lab reports?”

			“You saw those?”

			“We searched the lab before coming down here. What about the spores?”

			Vera looked back toward her two pals, still surrounded by marines and blathering about how they had to get back to the doctor, and had to be next. “You don’t understand!” one of them said to a marine who looked like he had no interest whatsoever in understanding.

			“I’m immune to them.”

			“Immune?” The word set off a chain of associations in my head. “What do they do?”

			“I’m still trying to figure it all out, but . . . oh, no. You and your men. You’ve all had your faceplates up since you were here?”

			I thought about it. “Yeah.”

			“Then you’re all infected too.”

			• • •

			You too probably now, Doc.

			No, my immunity has held up this far. I’m testing myself every hour.

			We’re still all going to be quarantined until Command gets a full analysis. Maybe even after that, depending on what it says.

			It’s a prudent measure. We’ve got Doakes as a subject affected by the spores, and me as a subject who isn’t. Until the reason for that is clear, I’d quarantine all of us too.

			Hurry up and figure it out, then.

			• • •

			There’s not a word in the language I hate worse than infected. ”Infected by what?” I shouted at Vera.

			“It’s just a technical term,” she said. “It doesn’t necessarily mean anything.”

			“Dead is a technical term too. And it means something. Now, what is this fekking spore, and what does it do?” I was thinking of the strange sensation I’d had at the end of the firefight, like a hallucination but more intense. A gateway, it had felt like, into a consciousness so alien I couldn’t even quite call it consciousness . . . Was that the spores? Was I already infected? I could still feel it a little, like a new space had been opened in my mind, but with something other than me living in it. This put a whole new spin on the mission.

			“I’m not completely sure,” she said.

			“Sarge,” Haddawy said. I looked away from Vera, back at him, and saw that while I’d been getting the news that all of us were infested with spores, the lab personnel had shown up. They were in a loose group, all wearing variations on the shredded lab-coat ensemble we’d seen on Vera and the other two. At the center of the group stood the single exception. He was tall and had more hair on his face than on the rest of his head. His white coat was in pretty good shape. And he had carved the crossed-curve symbol into his forehead. The scar stood out against the wrinkles, pink and lumpy, as if he’d rubbed something into the initial wound to make sure it didn’t heal right.

			“I am Gerhardt van Rijn,” he said. “You are intruders, and not welcome. Leave Vygoire at once.”

			“Soon as we get what we came for,” I said.

			“What would that be?”

			“You,” I said. “And the rest.”

			“Impossible,” Van Rijn said. “We are here for the Great One now. Return my three—”

			“No. You don’t want to come, that’s up to you. But I got wounded marines, and I’m going to get them to high ground and get the hell out of here before the ultralisk comes back. You want to feed yourselves to it, be my guest.”

			“You do not understand! The Great One is here for us, not we for him. One by one we become part of it, as the merit of each individual permits.” Van Rijn lifted his chin and placed a hand, fingers spread, on his chest. “I, of course, will join the Great One only after the rest of my children have made the journey.”

			“This guy’s crazy,” Haddawy said, loud enough for everyone to hear. I held up a hand for silence, but van Rijn had already heard.

			“You will soon understand,” he said. “You will meet the Great One.”

			“No!” shouted a number of the other lab rats. “Not him first!”

			“Patience, children,” Van Rijn said with a chuckle. “The Great One will not return so soon. It has its own communion to undertake.”

			I had just figured out that he was saying the ultralisk was infected by the spores too when it came out of the jungle again.

			I still can’t decide whether it was eating them or not. Training materials told us that the Swarm had created the ultralisk out of the brontolith, which was a vegetarian. But I’ve seen the ultralisk swallow bits of my marines. Maybe that was an accident, but I don’t think so. I also don’t think the so-called Great One was content to digest the cultists one at a time. It wanted a full-on buffet spread, and when it burst from the trees, it nearly got one.

			The scientists, or cultists, or whatever, ran like hell. Torch Seven moved like a single organism, striking and moving and also running like hell into the thicker underbrush.

			This time the ultralisk came after them, and after us. Its blades scythed through the jungle, mowing down great swaths of trees and undergrowth as it charged after the cultists. It caught one of them and paused, tearing its victim into more pieces than I could count. The air around it was a storm of leaves and blood, and flowers torn loose and catching filtered sunlight through the jungle canopy. We held our fire for fear of taking down too many of the scientists, but if I had it to do over again, I’d mow them right down.

			Even with a fresh victim, or meal—or communion?—the ultralisk didn’t stop. Lifting its head, it saw, or sensed, the two scientists, our original prisoners, who were fighting over the right to be vivisected and hadn’t moved from where we’d left them. It obliged them both, kaiser blades slashing through them in a quick back-and-forth that left bits and strings of them dangling from rough spots on the ultralisk’s carapace.

			And I’ll be goddamned if my head didn’t start to get a little fuzzy again, like there were voices in it . . . and at the same time the ultralisk started to shake its head again. Not like it was attacking something, but like it was trying to clear its head.

			The colonists had all stopped in their tracks. Some of them were crying; some had dropped to their knees. Over it all came their guru’s voice.

			“No, no, no!” Van Rijn was screaming. “One at a time!”

			“Torch Seven,” I said on the open comm, “while the ultra has its snack, we are leaving. Rendezvous at the lab complex, double-quick.”

			It was hard to form words over the welter of voices in my head, and the strange feeling that I was experiencing things that weren’t really happening. I tasted blood even though I hadn’t been wounded. There was no time to think about it right then because I was hauling ass through the jungle back to the ravine, but right now it seems . . . Wait. I’m feeling it again.

			• • •

			No, no. Don’t give him another shot yet. We need to observe this.

			He’s raving.

			He’s communing, Commander. That’s what the spore does.

			Communing with what?

			Nothing right now, because there’s nothing to commune with. He’s quarantined. That’s why he’s raving.

			So if there were others infected by the spore . . . ?

			Yes. Including, as he says, the ultralisk itself. And, by extension, the rest of the zerg. You see why this is important?

			• • •

			Report. Report. This is Sergeant Norwood Doakes of Torch Seven marines, reporting from the Great One . . . What?

			What?

			Right. The lab. We fell back into the lab complex and did a head count when we’d gotten deep down into its underground levels.

			Some of the scientists came into the building, spaced and marching in unison as if they were in some kind of formal procession. At their head was Van Rijn. None of them looked like they had just barely escaped death at the hands of a zerg monster. They were placid. They moved in unison. They made me think of what Vera had said about communion.

			“What the hell did you do to that ultralisk?”

			“I, alter the Great One?” Van Rijn asked mockingly. “Impossible. It is what it is. We seek to be part of it. When we join it, all of us experience the communion for a moment. Yet we must do it singly. When two or more go to the Great One at once, the impressions get garbled. The experience is not pure.” He smiled at me as if I were a child just grasping a lesson. “As you have discovered.”

			“How do you know?”

			Van Rijn tapped the side of his head. “I felt it. Just as you did.” Then his demeanor changed, becoming lofty and stern. “Your presence has riled the Great One. It has become wanton in its hungers.”

			What I wanted to do was shoot him. Instead I said, “I don’t think an ultralisk is known for its delicate appetite. They start out wanton and get worse from there.”

			He sniffed. “So you would think, because your first experience was so confusing. It is your own fault, but you cannot be blamed for thinking as you do. We, however,” he went on, spreading his arms to encompass his followers, “understand the purity of the communion. And the two moons are about to reunite. Thus we go forth to seek it again.”

			Without another word, the scientists processed out just as they had come in.

			“Vera,” I said. “Two moons unite?”

			“You will have noticed that Vygoire has two satellites,” she said. I had in fact noticed that but hadn’t thought it unusual. “One of them orbits faster than the other, and they appear to overlap once every twenty-three days. That’s when Van Rijn starts the ritual.”

			So it wasn’t unusual unless you had spores. “And that’s today?”

			She nodded. “Well, tonight.”

			It was hard for me to believe that the ultralisk waited around for the twenty-three days to pass. “What do they do in the meantime?”

			“Hide,” she said. And with a shiver added, “Close together. The spores apparently have an effect on the parts of the brain that predispose human beings to ritual behavior.”

			“There are parts of the brain that do that?” Haddawy wondered.

			“You’d be surprised,” Vera answered. “The spores act on them, and that, together with the way they create links among minds . . . it’s unpredictable but very powerful.”

			“All right. Enough. We’re supposed to rescue these fekkleheads?” Jouvert groused. “They don’t want rescuing. This is the part where we call down dropships and watch the nukes fall from orbit. Right, Sarge?”

			“Not just yet,” I said. “We can’t get evac if there’s an ultra­lisk running around. The Scion can’t make planetfall. Do you want to trust their accuracy from orbit? Doesn’t do us much good if they nuke the ultra and take us with it.”

			There was a brief pause as the surviving marines of Torch Seven fired up their gerbil wheels and reached the conclusion I knew they had to. “So if we don’t take out the ultralisk, we don’t leave,” Iger said.

			“That’s about the size of it, boys,” I said.

			“Well, shit.” Haddawy this time.

			• • •

			Now you have it from the horse’s mouth, so to speak. Direct testimony. How much longer can we wait?

			However long it takes. This could change everything.

			You ask me, we should nuke the whole place. Scientists or no scientists, quarantine or no quarantine.

			Not a chance. This is too good to pass up. This is not a zerg organism, but it can control the zerg. Do you understand what that means? Not to mention applications in small-unit tactics and god knows what else.

			Fine, Dr. Langridge, but if you want me to make that case to Command, we need the rest of Doakes’s report. Fast.

			Understood. The regular stimpacks aren’t doing the job anymore. We’re going to have to try something a little experimental.

			Try whatever you need to try. As long as it works.

			• • •

			“Okay,” I said. “Here’s the plan.”

			I knew that any installation like this one would have compressed vespene tanks for an energy source. And I knew that some of my surviving marines were clever mechanics, no matter their other societal and criminal failings. So what I decided to do was turn those vespene tanks into a bomb, put the bomb at the chokepoint at the base of the rock slope where it curved toward the ravine, and bring the whole goddamn hill down on the ultralisk the next time it tried to chase us up from the clearing.

			It took less than two hours to pull the vespene tanks and wire them up with a couple of grenades and a Pig repurposed as a remote detonator. Then we moved out, and a team laid the tanks in a crevice right at the base of the ravine under an overhanging rock with the kaiser-blade glyph carved into its face. If the bomb and the rockfall didn’t kill the ultralisk, at least then it would have to come up after us instead of charging across flat ground. Our only problem was Van Rijn. He and his “children” fought us the whole way, lying down in front of the ravine and trying to form human chains. We threw them aside without much trouble, but I turned down no less than one million formal requests to shoot them all so we could get on with taking down the ultralisk.

			“Great One,” they chanted. “Great One, we come to you.”

			The ultralisk was nowhere in sight. “Where does it go?” Haddawy wondered.

			Jouvert snorted. “Who cares?”

			That about summed it up.

			Not one of my marines had opened his faceplate since we’d heard about the spores. We could see what prolonged exposure had done to the scientists. I asked Vera about it. “Cumulative exposure might or might not be more intense,” she said. “I haven’t had time to study it.”

			They wanted her back too, or at least Van Rijn did. He eyeballed her from the center of the group of lab rats after I detailed four marines to push them out of the way and stand guard. In his look you could see lust, disappointment, and curiosity, all at once. No wonder she didn’t want to go back.

			“It’s all in place,” Haddawy reported. “Now all we need is an ultralisk.”

			“That’s my cue,” I said.

			My thinking was that if the ultralisk was used to having someone tied to the pole for whatever ritual Van Rijn had concocted, it would know when that was happening. The spores, see? It might even be in tune with their timing and have some kind of Pavlovian anticipation going. So I would go down; the ultralisk would come running; and I’d get the hell out of there back up the ravine. “You don’t gotta do that, Sarge,” Jouvert said.

			“I wouldn’t volunteer someone else,” I said. “I’ll do it.”

			So I did. I went down the ravine alone, walked straight out into the middle of the clearing littered with the shreds and scraps of my dead marines, and leaned a hand on the pole. And waited. I could hear the colonists shouting and chanting from up above, and I kind of wished we’d smoked the whole bunch. When I looked up at the sky, I could see the two moons, just touching.

			It didn’t take long. I got a feeling first, a flood of adrenaline, and then the psychological rush that comes when you know you’ve got the upper hand and you’re about to deliver the killing blow. My heart rate went through the roof, and I started to sweat. I wanted to open my faceplate but held myself back, just barely.

			I heard it roar before I saw it. I felt the impact of its footsteps coming up through the soles of my CMC. But I waited. Partially because I knew I needed to get it chasing me, but also because I was feeling the communion. I heard the chants of Van Rijn’s nutcases in the back of my head, and I felt the ultralisk’s roar like the call of a god.

			Then it tore out of the jungle into the clearing, and I woke up real fast.

			I also ran real fast. When I passed the vespene bomb, I called out, “Set it off in ten! Repeat, ten!” Then I skidded through sloppy gravel, splashed through the shallows of the stream running out of the ravine, and set some kind of galactic record for climbing at a dead sprint in marine armor.

			I’d been well ahead of the ultralisk when I started running. Now it was close enough that if I slowed to look over my shoulder, it’d be the last thing I ever did. I could swear I felt it breathing down my neck, but that might have been an effect of the communion spores. My men started firing down from their positions at the very head of the ravine; I’d kept them back so the explosion didn’t drop them down in the middle of a rockslide. The C-14 spike sustains muzzle velocity pretty well up to a few hundred meters, and I heard impacts on the ultralisk’s hide.

			You want to know what’s crazy? I also kind of wanted to stop. I was still hearing “Great One, Great One, Great One . . .” and I wanted communion.

			But the shock wave from the detonation blew that desire away. Then it knocked me flat on my face, hard enough to take chips out of my faceplate. I scrambled to my feet and kept running until rocks and pieces of trees stopped landing around me. Then I spun around just as a rolling cloud of smoke billowed up out of the ravine and obscured everything. “Torch Seven, report,” I said. “Who’s got visual observations?”

			“Now?” Haddawy said. “Nobody. Let me run— Yeah, infrared is showing fading heat signatures down there, but those are probably cooling rocks that were heated up by the explosion.”

			“The ultralisk, marine! I don’t care about rocks,” I said.

			“I know, Sarge. Okay. The ultralisk . . . I don’t know,” he said. “I can’t see it, but zerg don’t always have good heat signatures anyway.”

			It had started raining, I noticed belatedly, and the smoke was swirling away in the breeze accompanying the storm front. “Hold,” I said to the platoon, and held myself too, looking down the ravine as the smoke cleared.

			The explosion had collapsed the whole bottom third of the ravine. If we hadn’t had our faceplates down, it would have blown our eardrums even from three hundred meters away. The echoes were still dying away as the last of the smoke dissipated in the rain. I couldn’t see the ultralisk, or any motion.

			I climbed the rest of the way to where the remains of Torch Seven held a position just above the head of the ravine. From there you couldn’t see down to ground zero of the vespene bomb. “Jouvert,” I said. “Take a peek.”

			Jouvert headed for the first ledge on the right-hand side. He tested the ledge to see if it had been loosened by the explosion, then stepped out onto it. I could see him running scans in various wavelengths. He was a good scout.

			There was a rumble from down in the ravine as rocks settled in the aftermath of the explosion.

			Then Jouvert dropped his scanner and ran.

			Right behind him came the ultralisk.

			We opened up as the ultralisk charged over the lip of the ravine and tore Jouvert to pieces with a back-and-forth double swipe of its blades. While his limbs were still flying, C-14 spikes were hammering into the ultra’s head and front legs.

			The colonists took advantage of the situation as their four guards decided ultralisk duty was more important than herding them. Crying out, “Great One!” they ran toward it. Toward it. And they died, man.

			Right in the middle of it all came the call: “Torch Seven, this is your extraction alert. Rendezvous previous drop point immediately.”

			“We are under attack,” I answered. This was not the same comm officer I’d talked to the last time. I could have argued about why we were getting this call when we’d been told we weren’t going to get this call, but those conversations never went anywhere with staff officers. “Will reach drop point ASAP.” We were in fact only about a klick from it.

			“Torch Seven, what is the nature of the attack?”

			“Ultralisk.”

			“Repeat.”

			“I said it’s a goddamn ultralisk, Scion! The same goddamn one I told you about before! You said Vygoire was clear, but I’ve got marines in pieces down here!”

			The comm officer ignored this. They’re professionals at ignoring things. “Status of the lab personnel?”

			The ultra had closed the distance and was now among us. I could see that the explosion and rockfall had taken a toll on it. Zerg ichor was leaking from fractures in its carapace, and its left rear leg was clearly broken. “Concentrate fire on that leg!” I ordered.

			“What was that, Torch Seven?”

			“Wasn’t talking to you, Scion.” I started shooting at the ultralisk, and after everything that had happened, that was the moment I let it get too close. It reared up over a group of Van Rijn’s “children,” its kaiser blades spread and then lashing down into them. They raised their arms to meet it. Cries of “Great One!” rang over the field and in my head too. I even heard it in the comm. Some of my marines were saying it even as they shot at the ultralisk. I was covered in bits of Van Rijn’s people. Vera was at the edge of the field. I remember seeing her standing apart, close enough to the lab complex to make a break for it if necessary but close enough to the battle to see what was happening. She was studying.

			Studying the communion.

			“Extraction cannot commence with an ultralisk in the area, Torch Seven. We are aborting.”

			At least he agreed with the last comm guy about that. And I didn’t have time to argue about it because a backswing from one of the ultralisk’s kaiser blades knocked me down, denting the side of the armor’s torso hard enough to crack my ribs. I hit and rolled, the ultralisk’s pillar-like foot slamming into the ground next to my head and splattering mud and blood across my faceplate. I thought it was about to stomp my brains out the way it had Twohy’s.

			Then it charged ahead, over me. As it passed, I jammed my C-14 into the hollow behind its left front leg and ripped off a long burst. Ichor exploded from the wound, splattering all the places on my faceplate that didn’t already have mud on them. I was blind, but I could hear it somehow, hear its fury and its pain. The ultra’s momentum tore the C-14 from my hands, and it kept going, cutting a trail through the rest of my men on its way to the cultists. I heard them in my mind, dying.

			Scrambling to my feet, I swiped the mud and ichor from my faceplate in time to see the ultralisk bear down on its most devoted worshiper. “GREAT ONE!” Van Rijn screamed out, loud and long, and I swear his voice was still sounding after the ultralisk scythed his body into eight or ten bloody pieces with an X-pattern sweep of its kaiser blades. They snicked against each other as they passed through Van Rijn’s torso, with a scraping sound that set my teeth on edge right through the filters in the CMC audio sensors.

			The cultists treated the ultralisk like they were teenagers, and it was the latest holo heartthrob. They fell on it, clinging to its sides and throwing themselves under its feet. It was killing them as fast as it could, but the remnants of Torch Seven were still firing. They’d quit caring about the cultists as collateral damage, and they unloaded on the ultra with everything they had left.

			All the while the lead dropship pilot was yammering in my ear. “Torch Seven, rendezvous is right now. Repeat, rendezvous is right now. Scion requires status update on the surviving lab personnel.”

			I got to my feet and got my C-14 back in my hands. It was coated and dripping purple with the ultralisk’s blood. I wasn’t sure it would fire.

			But the ultralisk was dying.

			I thought I might be too. Everything seemed washed in a hypercolored aura. My eyes were watering. I looked down at myself and realized I wasn’t standing up anymore. The world started to spin, and I felt the consciousness of the ultralisk, dying and striving to live on pure rage alone. I think I was babbling something into the comm, and I know the dropship pilot was still talking. I heard her voice right along with the presence of the ultralisk’s . . . mind isn’t exactly the right word. I felt its presence in my head.

			I looked down at myself and noticed that one of my legs was pointing in a bad direction, the armor bent and broken around the knee joint. The ultra’s nails, each as thick as my wrist, had gashed the surface in a twisted sunburst pattern. “You stepped on me,” I said to the ultralisk.

			It didn’t answer. It was too busy dying. I fell on my side and slapped at my Pig. “Torch Seven,” I said. Or I think I said. “Torch Seven calling for communion.”

			I meant to say extraction. But the Great One’s dying—thoughts?—were starting to speak for me.

			Yeah. That was the spores. I don’t know how they work. I’m just trying to tell you what happened so that you can turn this ship around and burn that fekking ball of jungle and contagion before it gets anyone else. Spores. You can’t see them. I’ve got them. How do you know you don’t?

			How do you know Vera isn’t carrying them, just because she doesn’t get the communion? Let me tell you the rest of it. No, no, no, don’t give me another shot. Don’t . . .

			I got her on the ship. And the rest of Torch Seven. Thirty of us went down; nine came back. Where are the rest of my men?

			I’m about to go to sleep. Vera, Vera, don’t let them . . .

			Great One. I can hear you.

			• • •

			He’s raving again. Is he going to survive the trip? And are there any surviving lab staff? We’ll need data.

			We’ve got plenty of data right back there in the med-bay. I’ve already told the medics to stabilize only. We’re not going to purge the spores.

			Dr. Langridge, you are the only one who is immune to the communion spore.

			So far.

			Doakes is on life support. He’s calling for you whenever he’s conscious.

			I told you: he’s in quarantine, and that’s hard when the spore is active. Once we can get him to a secure facility in a civilized part of the sector, we can . . .

			You have a sample, you’re saying? You have enough to do what you want to do?

			Commander, I’m under strict orders to—

			Dr. Langridge, I have no interest in your orders. Whatever you do with this spore, you’re going to do with the amount Doakes is carrying. Scion is nuking Vygoire as of now.

			Commander, I must insist—

			Dr. Langridge. You mentioned orders. Who from?

			I’m not at liberty to say.

			And you just happen to be immune to the spores? While you’re researching them on orders you won’t tell me about?

			It’s time for this conversation to be over, Commander.

			He just asked a good question. Where are the rest of his men?

			Taken care of. Now, as I said, this conversation needs to be over.

			That guy in there fought an ultralisk. For you.

			For me? He’s a marine. He did what he was told. Just like I am now. This is much bigger than him. Much, much bigger. He’s a carrier now. That’s all. You may make your report to Command. Tell them Vygoire is no longer a problem, and tell them to have a lab ready for me when we return.

		

	
		
			Week 11

			@TalenAyers: @DanielRothfuss Is this line secure?

			@DanielRothfuss: @TalenAyers It is now. What seems to be the problem?

			@TalenAyers: @DanielRothfuss Don’t play with me, Rothfuss. What did you tell her?

			@DanielRothfuss: @TalenAyers Excuse me? Tell whom?

			@TalenAyers: @DanielRothfuss Talise. She’s put in for a transfer. What did you tell her, dammit?

			@DanielRothfuss: @TalenAyers Calm down, Talen. Talise asked me to find out what the Dominion was hiding from her.

			Chat Log 82.34.0881 between T. Ayers and T. Cogan

			23:15:02 Blackstone Standard Time

			T. Ayers: There you are!

			T. Ayers: . . . 

			T. Ayers: Talise? I’m getting an “active” notification from your desk. I know that you’re there.

			T. Cogan: Sorry. I’ve been with

			T. Cogan: It took me a while to get that roach effluvium scrubbed from the lab.

			T. Ayers: Hmm, that was an unexpected treat, wasn’t it? An entire bladder of volatile enzymes triggered to erupt upon penetration. It’s almost as though somebody doesn’t want us cutting into these buggers. 

			T. Cogan: Yes.

			T. Ayers: That was a joke, my dear.

			T. Cogan: Oh, right. Sorry. Listen, I have been wanting to

			T. Cogan: Never mind.

			T. Cogan: I just need a little sleep. First thing tomorrow I will make sure to put some notes together on what I suspect is transpiring with the roach glandular processes. As I mentioned during anatomization, the similarities between the creature’s thoracic acid bladder and the postmortem organelles we found in the mutalisk suggest another example of zerg adaptability in multipurpose internal systems.

			T. Ayers: Talise

			T. Cogan: I have found more support for my theory on the roach’s advanced cellular regeneration. If the reports we are getting from the field are accurate, this accelerated “healing factor” deserves special attention, especially if we wish to find a counter before the trait is passed on to the other, slower-healing zerg species. And I believe that if this ability is derived from the constant breakdown of the roach’s own modified pharynx due to the passage of acid, then the lack of insulating mucosal lining there may be seen as a deliberate effort on the part of the Alpha organism. Another case of “shotgun evolution,” as you like to call it.

			T. Ayers: Talise

			T. Cogan: Yes?

			T. Ayers: What’s wrong? I know you well enough by now to tell when you are hiding behind your research.

			T. Ayers: You have been avoiding me.

			T. Cogan: No, I’ve just been buried in these new findings. I’m really

			T. Cogan: There isn’t anything

			T. Cogan: Okay, listen. I don’t know how to do this. I can’t

			T. Cogan: I can’t do this anymore. I’ve requested transfer to another team. 

			T. Cogan: Please just leave me alone, Talen.

			T. Ayers: What? You can’t be serious. Just like this, with no explanation? 

			T. Ayers: Does this have something to do with your visit with Dan? I passed along his invitation because he is trying to help us, Talise. 

			T. Ayers: Yes, he seems a little neurotic, and those scars on his face are alarming at first, but I assure you his intentions are noble. I’m a good judge of character, my dear. 

			T. Ayers: If for one moment I suspected actual treason in his

			T. Cogan: You think this is about your precious political ideals? You think I give a damn about loyalty to the monsters that brought us here? You and the rest of your cronies can go to hell, Talen. 

			T. Cogan: Always going on about the big picture, you and your vast fantasies of an epic mystical purpose behind everything. Never looking at the details of reality—not in your research, not in your life, not with

			T. Cogan: Not with me. 

			T. Ayers: Talise, I never

			T. Ayers: But you’re the one who avoided talking about the details! Our lives before Blackstone, our marriages, even our daughters. Every time I mentioned them—every time!—you would go quiet. Or deliberately change the subject. I assumed this was because of your estranged relationship with Ariel and learned to keep my mouth shut out of respect, but

			T. Cogan: My daughter is dead, you bastard. Not that you care, not that you ever asked beyond the trite little “Hey, look what we have in common!” talk desperately used to find some sort of connection in this strange place. 

			T. Cogan: You used me; I used you. Fine. It made the days slightly more bearable. Now I just need to be alone.

			T. Ayers: Talise, I am so sorry. I had no idea. 

			T. Ayers: I’ll be right over.

			T. Cogan: No. 

			T. Cogan: Just leave me alone, Talen. 

			T. Cogan: My daughter is dead.

			T. Cogan: Leave me alone.

			T. Cogan Inactive

		

	
		
			Acid Burns

			By Antony Johnston

			KRAKULV, 2504

			“We’re not going anywhere! Man those cannons!”

			Captain Brach Treicher turned from the heavy weapons platform and broke into a run, heading for centcomm. Despite the bulk of his CMC combat suit, he took the stairs three at a time, listening to the cannons spit out staccato bursts behind him. The marines had watched medivac after medivac evacuate Krakulv Base over the past hour and naturally expected they were next. But they were staying.

			Krakulv was a secret early-warning moon base on the edge of Dominion space, monitoring for zerg incursions. Maybe once, when the base was established following the First Contact War, there had been enough medivacs for everyone. But as time went on, and the base and its population grew—grew complacent, in Brach’s opinion—they’d outgrown the medivacs’ capacity.

			The order to evacuate all noncombat, nonessential survivors after the initial attack had come from the major, and Brach would have done the same, but it left a bitter taste in his mouth. That first wave, before lunar sunrise, had taken them by surprise. It shouldn’t have. What use was a watch station that didn’t detect an impending attack on itself? But it hadn’t, and within ten minutes a quarter of their population was dead. So the survivors had fled, taking all but one medivac, leaving a couple of hundred marines to hold off an entire zerg assault until the nearest Destroyer-class ship could reach them . . .

			The blast door to central command hissed open, and Brach strode through. “Do we have an ETA on that Destroyer yet?”

			Base commander Major Lee Treicher peered at her status console. “Six hours.”

			“Six hours! Lee, we can’t hold them off that long! Krakulv wasn’t built for this kind of siege!”

			Most of the centcomm staff had evacuated, but half a dozen had stayed behind to man tactical stations, and now all of them found something really interesting to read on their consoles.

			Lee fixed a cold gaze on Brach, and he sighed. If there was one thing about his wife that bugged him, it was this. She never lost her cool, never raised her voice in anger, even when she had every right to. Sometimes he wanted to shake her just to make her react and lose it once in a while.

			“So what should we do instead?” she said in an even tone. “Surrender? You want to wave a white flag, hope the zerg have reformed and found their inner pacifist?”

			“Counterattack. We can’t just sit here and let them come at us.”

			“I’ve got raven spotters out right now, assessing the situation. I’ll determine a course of action when they send their report, not before. Now, either come here and help me out, or go and shout encouraging yet abusive insults at your men.”

			Brach hesitated, then stepped up beside Lee. He placed the hand of his combat suit over her gloved fingers and gently squeezed. “Sorry,” he whispered.

			She gave him a lopsided smile and turned back to the console. “Take a look at these formations here . . .”

			• • •

			GARRXAX, 2501

			One hour before high noon, Illyana Jorres closed down her security monitors. She’d finished her remote sweep of the biosphere outposts twenty minutes ago, ahead of schedule, and all was normal. As it should be—Garrxax was a tiny planet in a tiny system, on the edge of terran space and far removed from the hustle and bustle of Dominion life, with no indigenous intelligences above forest vermin.

			But that was what she’d requested when she’d joined the company. She’d seen enough action in the war, more than enough for any marine. With no other marketable skills, she had gone into freelance security and wound up here. A planet where the humidity made a trip through the mountainous rain forest unbearable without a coolsuit, and even the oceans that covered most of the globe were hot as an evening shower.

			But there was no action, no excitement. Just her, ten scientists, and the heat. It suited Illyana just fine.

			• • •

			The behemoth groaned, shifting its great mass to ease the pain of battle-born wounds. The protoss fleet had caught it unawares, drifting through space on the sector edge, and the behemoth had paid the price. Now its life was draining, even though the battle was over. Its own life was unimportant, but it carried thousands of other zerg within its cavernous membranes, and they too were in danger if it perished. Moving through space was its natural state, but the act was not without exertion. The old behemoth needed time to recover, to regain energy. It could not do that in the vacuum of space.

			The Kerrigan had guided the behemoth to ultimate victory in the battle, at the price of its wounds. Now she looked through its tired eyes, scanning the region for a suitable resting place.

			There, in the system ahead. A planet with a nitrous-oxygen atmosphere, and carbon-based life. Life that the behemoth, and the thousands of zerg carried in the cavernous membranes of its body, could consume to survive. To heal. The Kerrigan guided the behemoth toward its destination.

			After a time—an hour, a day, a week, a month? Time meant little to one so old—the living ship entered the planet’s gravity well. The drifting clouds were thick, obscuring the terrain. When the behemoth broke through, it recognized some features. It had seen other planets like this, with mountains and trees, and green covering the land. It had rested once on a planet such as this. There would be rich proteins here, perhaps even mammalian life.

			Life. Yes! The behemoth sensed biological heat clustered below. Instinctively it adjusted its descent path toward the source.

			• • •

			Brach watched the raven feeds come in and sent them to Lee. They’d both fought in the First Contact War, and they knew what to expect. Zerglings, mutalisks, hydralisks . . . but there was something else he didn’t recognize.

			“Major, what the hell are those?”

			Lee left the main console to stand beside Brach and scan the static-worn images on the feed. He pointed to a column of squat multilegged zerg scuttling over a layer of creep. Their wide bodies were heavily armored by a spiked carapace that hid their features from the air, and they moved in unison toward a comms dish installation two klicks from the Krakulv Base walls.

			Lee shook her head. “Never seen that unit before. But we know the zerg evolve and mutate quickly. It could be new, or even a unit we’ve seen before, with better—”

			The zerg column came within a quarter klick of the comms dish, and the front row rose up to unleash blasts of lurid green acid from their mouths. As they finished, the row behind them rose up and did the same. Thirty seconds later, the dish installation was a smoking pile of molten neosteel.

			“LRC-4 just went offline,” shouted one of the tactical staff.

			Lee hissed through her teeth. “Roaches.”

			“Are you sure? I thought they were . . . smaller?”

			“Obviously, they grew. Shit.” Lee raced back to the main console and studied the base defense status for the hundredth time. “Our walls are still at 100 percent, no breaches or serious damage yet. But those things will eat through them in an hour or two.”

			“ ‘Or two,’ is the question. We could all be on a transport by the time they get through.”

			Lee didn’t reply. She looked paralyzed, indecisive. Brach hadn’t seen her this nervous since their wedding, and he knew exactly why. His mind drifted to their quarters, and the trophy cabinet he’d insisted they bring with them, to remind them that even though they’d been assigned to a small, unimportant monitoring base, they were still marines who’d served with honor. But the cabinet didn’t hold just medals and trophies. They’d also filled it with battlefield souvenirs, reminders of what they’d both been through during the war. He knew what Lee would be thinking of right now. He had to do something.

			“I’ll lead an aerial squad and buy us some time.” Brach saluted and turned to walk out. “Major.”

			Lee looked up from the console, suddenly alert. “What? No! You know what those things can do, and these are bigger than any I’ve seen before. What if these ones can attack air units?”

			“So why didn’t they take out the raven? That heavy armor restricts them so much, they can’t look up. All I need is half a dozen banshees and coordinates from the ravens. Easy strike.”

			“And when was the last time any of you took a banshee out? Six months? A year? You’re as rusty as the ships, and I’m not risking more lives without good reason. Nobody goes outside the base walls . . . including you, Captain. Got it?”

			Brach knew Lee was serious when she called him either Captain or by his full name of Brachyan. He hated it, mostly because it made him feel like a child. She was his wife and his superior officer . . . but that didn’t mean she was never wrong. For example, she didn’t know that he and a half dozen other vets took the banshees out for flybys every month during lunar midnight.

			“Yes, Major,” he said, and left the centcomm.

			• • •

			“Hey, Illyana. What’s up?” Dannion Kortter spoke without looking up from the monitor.

			“Not much,” she replied as the door closed behind her. “Me, you, nine eggheads, eleven fake ecosystems, and a whole lot of nothing going on. Just the way I like it.”

			As if on cue, Dannion’s entire console lit up, and a scratchy transmission sounded over the comms.

			“Raynolds to base. Are we expecting a storm out here?”

			Dan opened the channel. “This is base, Raynolds.” He scanned the worklog rota. “I’ve got you in biosphere three, the slug and sap dome under the mountain. What’s the problem?”

			“It’s like the lights just went out. But I checked the forecast before I left base, and there was no sign of storms or bad fronts rolling in. Can you double-check?”

			“Sure thing, hold on.” Dan called up the day’s forecast and real-time patterns. “You should be clear and dry. Could it be the mountain shadow? We’re closing on two in the afternoon. If the sun’s going down on the other side . . .”

			“I’m out here twice a week, for God’s sake. I know when it gets dark.”

			Illyana leaned over Dannion’s shoulder. “Raynolds, this is Jorres. Is it definitely clouds?”

			“How would I know? I’m in the slug dome, can’t see a thing through the geodesic screens. And the light’s getting worse in here by the second. I’m heading back to the console room before I need a flashlight to—” KRZRRZKRZKRZZZKKKK

			The ground shook.

			“What the hell was that?” Dan jabbed at the comms, trying to reestablish the connection.

			Illyana thought the ground was still shaking, then realized it was her alert sensor, vibrating on her hip. She checked it. “Shit.”

			Hesken, one of the scientists, ran into the room, panting from the brief exertion. “Earthquake?” he gasped. “I hate earthquakes. Please don’t say this planet’s unstable.”

			Illyana pushed past him. “We don’t know, but whatever it was compromised biosphere three’s integrity. I just got an alert: the seal’s broken, and fail-safes have kicked in. Kortter, keep working on raising Raynolds.”

			Data and reports scrolled over the monitors in rapid succession. Dan’s eyes flicked from screen to screen, skimming everything, looking for a solution, or at least an explanation. “What about you?”

			Illyana stepped through the door without looking back. “I’m going out there.”

			• • •

			Six banshees screamed out of the purple sky, raining backlash rockets down on the zerg. The valley lit up with fire as Brach brought the lead craft around for another pass.

			“First strike is deadly, Major,” he said into his headset. “Banshees, commence second run.”

			Back at Krakulv Base, Lee fumed and clenched her fists in silence. She’d known, perhaps only subconsciously, that Brach would disobey her and take the banshees out. She knew all about the practice sorties he organized every month at lunar midnight, when he thought nobody was looking.

			If they survived this battle, she might reprimand him. But that was the point—if they survived. When it was life or death, a court-martial was the least of a marine’s worries.

			She let them go, and tasked the centcomm staff to give full tactical support. Now that they were out there, she had little choice.

			Brach lined up for his second bombardment pass, arming all systems as he brought the banshee in low and level. For the first strike they’d flown in cloaked all the way from base, swooped out of the low sun, firing at the last second, before the zerg could move an overseer toward their position . . . and before power to the cloaking systems ran out on these old rust buckets, which would be any second now. Lee had been right about that, at least.

			So now the zerg knew they were coming. Brach had to hope they could press home quickly enough to stop zerg reinforcements from arriving before his men exited the theater.

			“Fire!”

			Brach swooped over the column of roaches, no longer a solid mass of carapace but broken up, gaps punched in the line by the banshees’ missiles, and as more rockets blasted down into the valley, more gaps appeared—

			But something wasn’t right. He expected to see broken carapaces and zerg guts spread over the ground. Instead, the gaps in the roach column were just that. Gaps, as if the roaches had vanished into thin air.

			Or into the ground.

			Brach saw roaches burrowing into the ground, letting the dusty, cracked surface of the moon swallow them up, safe from harm. Some were injured; others burrowed as a preemptive defense. The banshees would need something more powerful than stingers to take out these particular zerg.

			“Pull back from the roaches! Concentrate fire on—”

			Before he could finish, a sickening thump filled his headset, and a shock wave threw his banshee off-kilter. Brach yanked the stick to correct his balance and pulled up, glancing around to locate the source of the concussion, and saw the disintegrating hull of another banshee as it fell to the ground in fiery pieces. And behind it, flying through the explosion, a squadron of mutalisks.

			“Three and high, Captain!”

			His wingman’s shout pulled Brach out of his thoughts. He turned to face front and saw two mutalisks soaring down from the upper atmosphere, heading straight for him.

			• • •

			Illyana zipped up her coolsuit and checked its status. All green. The Garrxax atmosphere was breathable, but nitrogen rich, so she attached nasal oxygen tubes in case she ran short of breath. Next she pulled her boots tight and double-checked the seal against her suit legs. She’d neglected that the first time she’d gone into the rain forest and had come within seconds of having a zantar slug slide inside her boot. She’d seen the effects of their acidic mucous excretion often enough on the lab monitors to know how easily it could have taken her lower leg, and she had never neglected her boots again.

			Weapon. She hoped she wouldn’t need it—most of the indigenous wildlife was docile or scared of terrans—but she never went outside without a sidearm. She picked out her old P220, running a quick manual check. It was almost as old as she was, and she knew most seasoned soldiers had moved on to newer, more powerful rifles. But the P220 never jammed, never misfired. The most powerful gun in the galaxy was no use if the damn thing didn’t work.

			Finally she slipped a visor over her forehead, ready to shield her eyes from the afternoon sun. Biosphere three was on the north side of a mountain, but if this was a widespread problem, she might need to check the other outposts, and some were in exposed areas for maximum sunlight. Garrxax’s extreme axial tilt meant the sun could take hours to finally dip below the horizon at this time of year.

			Dannion walked into the prep room. “I got through to Raynolds. Kind of.”

			“Don’t be coy, Dan; it doesn’t suit you.”

			He didn’t reply, and Illyana realized the expression she’d initially taken for disappointment was actually fear.

			“What I mean is . . . he’s flatlined. Comms to the biosphere are still out, but I picked up a weak trace from his vitals monitor.” Dan exhaled.

			Illyana ushered him back out of the room. “You said the signal was weak. Maybe it’s just not getting through properly. Keep trying, okay?”

			“I don’t think you should go. We should call for evac right now. It takes four hours for a planet hopper to reach us out here . . .”

			She ushered him back toward the main comms room. “It’ll be fine, Dan. I know how to handle myself.”

			• • •

			The banshee corkscrewed like a drunk offworlder, weaving in all directions as exploding glave wurms filled the air it had occupied a moment before. Twenty mutalisks pursued it through the sky, spitting writhing wurms at the banshee’s retreating backside as the ship wheeled and spun toward Krakulv Base. Black smoke billowed from its left side.

			In central command, Lee Treicher watched the scanners nervously. Her staff had run projections showing that the banshee could make it back to the Krakulv defense perimeter before the mutalisks made physical contact. But the projections were rough, and allowing for a damaged turbofan made them even less reliable.

			“Ten seconds to defense range perimeter, Major.”

			The banshee flipped into a barrel roll, avoiding a cluster of mutalisks concentrating fire on its right flank. A knot of wurms exploded together, cascading down like firework trails.

			“Five seconds. Four. Three. Two . . .”

			“Fire all cannons!” Lee shouted.

			The marines manning the heavy weapons heard her loud and clear. A quarter klick from the base walls, the sky blackened with anti-air barrage fire, ripping through mutalisk flesh and wing. The banshee ducked low to avoid the tail end of the barrage.

			“Holy shit, guys, let me get inside before you light her up!”

			Brach’s voice crackled through static and the muted whump of nearby explosions, but Lee heard it just fine. She hated herself for smiling when the other five pilots he’d taken out had fallen to mutalisk fire or the hydralisk backup squad that had appeared moments later. But with every passing minute this looked like their last stand, and favoritism be damned, Lee wanted her husband by her side when the shit came down.

			“Report to centcomm for debrief ASAP when you land, Captain.”

			Five minutes later he arrived, back in his CMC combat suit as if he’d never left. But his expression betrayed a different story.

			“We eliminated a couple of squadrons, Major. I estimate we’ve bought ourselves two, maybe three extra hours while they regroup and re-prep the ground wave.”

			“Was it worth it?”

			Brach stiffened. “That’s not for me to decide, Major. The men carried out their duty, as do we all.”

			Lee sighed. “And what about intel? Was there anything to indicate the zerg line of attack when they reach us?”

			Brach hesitated. “Hard to say. They burrowed down into the rock like it was sand.”

			“Have you ever walked outside the base? Give me a shovel, and I could burrow into this moon.”

			He ignored her sarcasm. She didn’t know yet. “And could you heal up a broken leg in five seconds while you were down there?”

			Lee’s eyes widened. “What?”

			“I thought I’d killed half the column on my first pass. Then as I came around I saw a bunch of them burrowing into the surface . . . and after the mutalisk ambush I looked down again, and I swear, so help me, almost every last roach came back out of the ground good as new. It was like I’d hit them with party streamers.”

			Lee set her lips into a thin, grim line and nodded.

			• • •

			The landing had not been kind to the behemoth, and it would need time to recover. More time than the zerg it carried inside its body could survive without sustenance. Besides, there was exploring to do.

			The Kerrigan guided them out of the behemoth’s unconscious form and into the terrain. The planet was hot, humid, mountainous, and treacherous, but these discomforts were nothing to the zerg. Many ones, spinebearers, winged ones, and more swarmed through the rain forest, sweeping aside flora and fauna alike.

			Mutalisks soared over the forest canopy to scout the location. Through them, Kerrigan saw a nearby structure in the forest. Two pale domes, and smaller buildings of metal branching off. Terran or protoss? It didn’t matter. Her primary interest lay in military installations, which this was obviously not. Still, if it harbored life, it could feed the zerg. She issued a single command.

			Attack.

			The hydralisks were the first to smash through the dome’s pale screens. Hot air and steam rushed out, and the terrans’ primitive warning system flashed colored lights. The terrain inside the dome was the same as outside, but hotter, with paths of hard floor surface weaving through the vegetation. The hydralisks ignored it, surging onward—

			A sound, a terran scream. The Kerrigan urged the hydralisks forward.

			Small sluglike creatures, unknown to the zerg-mind, fell from the trees and plants as the hydralisks passed. Some latched onto the zerg, which registered pain where the slugs landed, but the Kerrigan’s attention was elsewhere.

			A single terran, standing in front of a metal door. He reeked of fear and desperation, a heady cocktail that flooded and intoxicated the hydralisks’ senses. They drank of it, savoring it, and then the cocktail was drained. The only odor remaining on the terran was death.

			Now the zerglings were inside the dome and followed their brethren to the door. But more slugs fell from the trees as the zerglings crashed carelessly through, and more zerg registered pain, some at high levels. The Kerrigan brought them to a halt, curious that a creature as small as these slugs could injure the mighty zerg.

			She willed some of the zerglings to examine the slugs, but they were fragile creatures and died easily under the zerg’s razor-sharp claws. She moved her attention instead to the hydralisks around the door, and saw something she had originally missed.

			More slug creatures covered the door, and the surface was pitted with holes. Some slugs lay inside the shallow holes. The dead terran wore protective coverings over his hands. A container at his feet still held several slugs.

			The slugs could not only injure zerg flesh; somehow they could also eat through metal. This could be very useful.

			The Kerrigan sensed unexpected movement, and through the zerg­lings’ eyes found its source. The slugs they had accidentally killed were twitching. Those only wounded were already moving again, with no sign of damage.

			Very useful indeed.

			• • •

			“Contact from Destroyer transport evac, Major. ETA is sixty minutes.”

			Lee breathed a sigh of relief. Forty minutes ago, the zerg had completely surrounded Krakulv Base. Now they were pounding the walls with everything they had, including roach acid blasts, while mutalisks flew hit-and-run raids from the air. The walls were holding, and Brach was in command of repelling the mutalisk waves with batteries of anti-air cannons. But Lee knew it was a matter of when, not if, the zerg breached the moon base.

			Sixty minutes. If the walls, and the cannons, held for that long, she could get the rest of the marines off-site, with total casualties of less than 30 percent. Far better than her estimate after the first attack.

			The mutalisk raids held off for the moment. Lee turned her attention to the exterior feed from the walls, punching it up on the main console. The zerg’s relentless battering had damaged many integral wall systems already, and the feed was barely more than static and artifacts. She squinted, trying to discern movement and shape through the fuzz. There were the zerg­lings; there were the hydralisks and roaches . . .

			She saw something, or thought she did, that made her heart skip a beat. She scanned back thirty seconds and saw it again. Scanned forward to live feed, and there it was again. And again.

			She drew breath to relay what she’d seen to Brach, but the captain’s voice came over her headset before she could speak.

			“Lee, something’s happening on the ground! It’s hard to make out . . . Krakulv is negative for seismic activity, right?”

			“That’s not an earthquake, Brach. I just saw it on the feed.”

			Lee reached for the red-alert signal on the console, then remembered it had been running since dawn. She touched her headset and broadcast to all hands.

			“Attention, all units. The roaches are tunneling under the walls. Repeat, roaches aren’t just burrowing; now they can move underground too! All non-gunnery hands to the courtyard, immediately!”

			The internal feeds showed marines running from all over the base, making for the courtyards. Then Lee remembered what Brach had seen in the valley.

			“Use heaviest weapons only and confirm kill shot. I repeat, be 100 percent sure of total kill! These bastards heal real fast, so do not settle for injury! If they burrow, grenade them as they go down!”

			As the marines poured out into the courtyards, C-14 “Impaler” assault rifles armed and ready, the first roach burrowers broke the cracked moon soil inside the walls. The base lit up with gunfire as Lee’s troops took the battle to the zerg. The roaches retaliated with acid blasts, and powerful chitinous limbs that ripped one marine in half while she watched. Another fell as a roach erupted from the ground beneath him. She watched him struggle as it dragged him down, and got only a grim satisfaction when earth and carapace showered out of the hole. The marine had set off a grenade as a last resort.

			Ten minutes later, the battle wasn’t going well. The roaches were big and well armored, and they regenerated wounds as fast as her marines’ Impalers could deal them. She counted five roaches dead, but at the cost of thirty marines and counting. Her men tried to keep their distance, but with roaches literally erupting from the ground beneath them, there was nowhere to hide.

			And then the roaches turned around.

			Lee hoped they were retreating, preparing to burrow back under the walls, but then she realized getting the roaches inside the base was only stage one. They’d been unable to break through the base walls, reinforced against all but the strongest attacks from outside, backed up by automatic sentry weapons. But here on the inside there were no sentries, no buttresses. Just thick slabs of neosteel, which the roaches now assaulted with concentrated streams of acid blasts, three roaches focusing on each single point of attack. The marines hit them with Impaler volleys, but other roaches moved between them, acting as living shields to protect their fellow zerg.

			The mutalisks held off, probably waiting for the roaches to finish their breach. It was what Lee would have done. But that left her with a weapon, and a hard decision to make. She took a deep breath.

			“Brach, take the gyro restrictors off the anti-air cannons, and focus fire on the roaches.”

			“Say again, Major?”

			“Point them down, dammit! They’re the only guns we have big enough to take them out before they break open the walls!”

			“Our guys are still down there!”

			“I know!”

			Brach cut the comm link.

			Lee waited, powerless and impotent as the roach acid slowly broke down the base walls, molecule by molecule. Section 4D was falling fast.

			A deafening barrage of anti-air fire blasted down into the courtyard, tearing into a group of roaches. The impact splash blew three nearby marines back, arcing through the air.

			“Everyone fall back! I repeat, keep your distance and do not engage!” Brach’s voice cut loud and clear over the all-hands comm as anti-air cannons continued to rip through the courtyard.

			Lee scanned the wall status as her staff shouted out reports.

			“Section 8C is falling!”

			“3B at 80 percent!”

			“4D is gone!”

			“Loud and clear! Focusing on those areas now!”

			More cannon fire blasted the courtyard, concentrating on roaches attacking the weakest spots. Where sections of the wall had already been breached, Brach moved the fire from the courtyard to the hole itself, ripping into zerg as they swarmed through.

			Now the mutalisks began attacking again, drawing fire away from the ground as they swooped through the air, unleashing a torrent of wurms at the marines below.

			Lee checked her chrono. Forty minutes.

			• • •

			Illyana and Dan entered comms together. Dan set to work trying to strengthen the signal from Raynolds’s vitals monitor, breathing fast as he punched buttons and tweaked configurations.

			Illyana called up the Extra-Vehicular Assistant console and activated the warm-up sequence for one of the jungle jeeps. They were modified mohicans, but Dr. Callins—chief project scientist and head of biomorphology—had called them “jungle jeeps” on the first day. Illyana wasn’t sure if this was hilarious to scientists or they were all just sucking up to Callins, but regardless, the name stuck.

			Dan looked up from the console. “What’s that noise?”

			Illyana turned, trying to pinpoint the sound, before realizing it was coming from her coolsuit pocket. Her alert sensor was vibrating again. “Oh, no . . .” She checked the status. “Sphere six is compromised.”

			“That’s the nearest one to three, heading west. Was there anyone . . . ?”

			“No, only number three was manned today, thank God. What the hell is going on?”

			Dr. Callins rushed into the room. “Kortter, did you screw up the signal? My entire monitor bank to sphere six just went off­line!”

			Callins had the typical short temper of a scientist. Illyana stepped between him and Dannion to defuse the inevitable argument they would have. “It’s not our doing, sir. Six has been compromised, just like three.”

			“Then what the hell are you standing around here for? Get out there and fix it!”

			“That’s what I’m about to do. If you’d just calm—” Still in her hand, the alert sensor buzzed. “And now we’ve lost sphere one.”

			“What?”

			Illyana ignored Callins and called up the outpost map. The biospheres were arranged in a rough circular pattern, each between ten and twenty klicks from the central base. It was close enough to reach them with relative ease, but far and wide enough to ensure a good variety of environments. Sphere three was roughly northwest from their position. Six was west of three. One was southwest of six . . .

			“Dan, look at this. You were right: they’re falling in order. Counterclockwise, circular.”

			Dannion’s expression told Illyana he’d much rather have been wrong. “Order of what, though? There’s no reason the spheres should fail in sequence. They’re autonomous, with dedicated parallel systems. The only connection they share is us.”

			Illyana looked at the order again and recalled Raynolds’s words: like the lights just went out.

			“Sound full alert. Dan, call for that planet hopper. Dr. Cal­lins, please assemble your staff and ensure all evac prep is carried out. You have four hours.”

			Callins protested, spluttering, “What—? But . . . you can’t—” She shooed him out of the room, still protesting. Illyana knew she was the least respected member of staff on the planet, but security technically outranked noncombat personnel, so he could suck it.

			Dannion’s fingers hovered over the console. “Illyana . . . don’t go out there. Please.”

			She smiled sadly. “Dan . . . there’s nothing I’d rather do than stay here and just wait for evac. But I can’t. It’s my job.” Deep down, even after the horror and trauma, Illyana Jorres was still a soldier. A marine. And she couldn’t just stand by while . . . while . . .

			She didn’t even want to think of the word.

			• • •

			“Krakulv Base, this is the marine Destroyer Victory. We have visual; please respond.”

			Five minutes ahead of schedule. Lee switched her headset to the outbound channel. “Victory, this is Krakulv Base, Major Lee Treicher speaking. Good to hear you. We’re just about cooked down here. I have approx one-zero-zero to one-five-zero survivors for evac; please advise.”

			“Looking kind of crowded down there, Major. Can we land a Destroyer in your bay?”

			Lee swore under her breath. Krakulv hadn’t been designed to handle a ship the size of the Victory. Nobody had thought it would be necessary. “Negative. Can you set down outside the walls?”

			“Negative back at you. There’s a blanket of zerg for half a klick in all directions.”

			“Did you already pick up our medivacs?”

			“Affirmative, all present and accounted for.”

			“Then listen up. We have one medivac remaining here. Send three more down empty, then move into position over the base and give us air-to-surface artillery fire to buy us time.”

			The line went silent. Lee knew the ship’s captain would be weighing her suggestion, but it was the only sensible option. Even a basic Destroyer like the Victory was loaded out with enough artillery to make the zerg think twice, and had enough armor to withstand counterattacks.

			The line crackled back to life. “Copy that, Major. Sounds like a plan. ETA to firing position is three minutes. We’ll launch the medivacs from there.”

			Lee spent the next three minutes coordinating her marines. She directed injured troops to the base’s remaining medivac, and ordered everyone else to fall back inside the building. Then she sent the remaining centcomm skeleton crew to the medivac bay. They argued but backed down when she hit them with that cold glare that worked so well on Brach. They filed out . . . and ran into her husband, pushing his way through in the opposite direction.

			“Lee! Come on; let’s go!”

			A green light on the main console signaled the medivac pilot was ready. Lee opened the hangar blast doors. “You go ahead, Brach. I’m staying until final evac.”

			“This is final evac! The Destroyer’s leveling into position. This base is not a starship, Lee, and you’re not the captain! You don’t have to go down with it!”

			“I don’t intend to. But we can’t risk the zerg getting our intel, and there’s no time to wipe everything.”

			“So set the self-destruct nukes and let’s go!”

			“It’s not that simple. Too short a timer, we might take out the Victory and everyone on board. Too long, and the zerg could have cleared out with everything before the nukes are even primed.”

			“Then what do you suggest?”

			Lee looked down at the console. With the marines retreating, the zerg were already starting to breach the outer sectors of the main building. And roaches would make short work of the bulkhead blast doors, including the one here in centcomm. She turned to Brach and smiled. “Remember how I argued about bringing the trophy cabinet?”

			“Yeah . . .”

			She stood on tiptoes and kissed him on the cheek. “Well, now you’re a genius. Here’s the plan . . .”

			• • •

			The jungle jeep rattled over rough ground, crashing through the rain forest’s undergrowth as fast as Illyana dared drive. Vines and creepers smacked the windshield, breaking and falling away while insects and small primates scattered out of the jeep’s path.

			The shadow of the mountain turned the afternoon sun into a twilight glow, but she made out the biosphere ahead, a hundred meters higher up the mountainside. From here it looked okay. There might be fine mist rising from one of the domes, but this was a humid environment. She’d seen steam rising from bare rock out here at times, just because of the rain forest’s heat.

			Illyana turned the jungle jeep back onto the dirt track. She was close enough now that it would make little difference, and trying to drive up the side of a Garrxax mountain in a mohican was just asking for trouble.

			She reached the base and parked. Something was definitely amiss. The base was completely dark, no sign of power or life at all. Cracks webbed up the geodesic shell of the nearest dome. The main entrance door had been ripped from its frame, battered and discarded on the forest floor, and inside Illyana saw only devastation.

			The central hub looked as if wild animals had rampaged through it, mindlessly destroying equipment, consoles, and furnishings. Tangled power wires fizzed and popped, poking out from wrecked panels. Floor plates were smashed, as if broken by the pounding hooves of a beast herd. Was there some native life on the planet they were unaware of? Some enormous beast that could stampede through a structure like this?

			She opened her comm. “Kortter, this is Jorres. I’m at sphere three, and it’s bad. Almost total destruction.”

			Dan’s response was filled with static. “Just about read you, Jorres . . . You all right? Sound . . . damn thing. Comms are failing . . . out there?”

			“I’m fine,” she lied. “Just tell me you called that evac.”

			“Affirmative . . . before you even left . . . ninety minutes . . . come back.”

			“It’s okay; I read you. Static like hell, but I read you.”

			“No, dumbass . . . come back! Four more spheres . . . happening . . . get off this rock!”

			Four more spheres down. And she’d bet her savings they were still falling in that circular pattern. A pattern that was slowly but methodically surrounding the central base.

			Illyana reached the airlock to the main sphere. Every sphere had one, to maintain its ecosystem’s integrity. The doors were set to lock automatically if a sphere was breached, but she punched in a security override code, holding her breath.

			The door unlocked with a heavy metallic sound. At least those systems were still operating. The metal handle was hot, which she figured was down to the environment controls’ being screwed until she remembered where she was.

			Biosphere three was researching two indigenous life-forms. One was a tree whose vines bled a weird sap that stuck to neosteel like glue. They were trying to figure if they could use the stuff as a neosteel-strengthening agent. The problem was the sap was also seriously flammable. All it took to generate a fire was a single gunshot . . . or, they had discovered, a chemical incendiary reaction to the second dome’s inhabitants.

			The zantar slug was just a few inches long but excreted a highly corrosive mucus when threatened, to deter predators. The mucus could eat through neosteel . . . and ignite the sap if they touched. In nature, the slugs and vines lived at opposite ends of the continent. But time and chance sometimes brought them together, generating an explosive reaction that made Raynolds, a chemical biologist, very excited. He once joked that Garrxax’s tropical storms were all that kept the planet from burning to a crisp. But in the artificial biospheres, they could control and examine the reaction in safety.

			The next problem was catching the slugs. They weren’t intelligent per se, but they had enough survival instinct to get the hell out of the way when endangered. Evidence of this was found on the planet’s rain-forest floor, where clusters of tiny sinkholes hinted at groups of zantar slugs that had burrowed underground.

			Raynolds and his colleagues were trying to decode the makeup of the mucus that allowed the slugs to carry it without being harmed by its corrosive properties. The mystery seemed to be connected with their strange metabolism, which meant they healed outrageously fast. Hesken had once shown Illyana video of a slug being all but sliced in two, then stitching itself back together and moving on as if nothing had happened. On the video it had taken less than a minute, and she’d asked Hesken what the frame rate was. He had laughed, and said it was real time. No time-lapse recording required.

			Now Illyana looked around at the devastation in the sphere and wondered what could have gone wrong. The vine sap ecosystem was all but razed to the ground. The sprinklers had kicked in and saved some vines, but not before the fire’s heat had cracked open the dome above.

			The floor was littered with the charred bodies of slugs. She assumed they were casualties from Raynolds’s experimental stock, freed when their jars and cages burned.

			She realized how wrong she was when she brushed past a vine, and a shower of zantar slugs fell on her from above. She was lucky—none of them touched her head, visor, or oxygen tubing. But several landed on her right arm and reacted instinctively before she could brush them off. Some landed on vines, setting the sap alight. They shriveled and fell while the fires burned themselves out quickly, with nowhere left to spread.

			The back of her hand burned as hot as the flames. A searing pain crept up her forearm, and she realized they weren’t just on her hand. The hand just had more nerve receptors to register the pain.

			She ripped off her glove, frantically tore the coolsuit arm away from its shoulder, and stared in horror. Patches of skin on her hand and arm smoked and hissed as the slugs’ acid settled into her flesh. On the floor, the fabric of her coolsuit arm and glove melted like ice. The mucus even ate into the sections of neosteel plating that had covered her major muscles.

			Illyana cried out. The pain was like nothing she’d ever felt, not even in the war. Worse, it wasn’t even an enemy-inflicted wound but a mishap that was ultimately her own stupid fault. She felt like a rank amateur and cursed her stubbornness. She should have listened to Dan, stayed in the central base, and helped prep for evac.

			But she hadn’t. And that same stubbornness kept her moving, drawing her P220 with her left hand. Somehow, the slugs had gotten free in here, lit up the vine sap, and razed the ecosystem in this dome to the ground. But how?

			She backed out into the destroyed hub. The slugs and sap fire certainly hadn’t caused all the damage in here. So what had? She walked down the second corridor to the slug dome and found the answer to her first question. The airlock’s inner door had been torn from its hinges and lay on the floor, bent and battered.

			It was pockmarked with holes, and lying there on the ground, it resembled one of the sinkhole clusters outside. The slugs had attacked it for some reason.

			Many possibilities ran through her mind, and she raised her pistol as she stepped through the doorway. Her right arm, what remained of it, no longer hurt. Just a dull ache. Either she was going into shock, or her brain had somehow shut off the receptors to that part of her body. Regardless, it was a bad sign. Even if she made it out of there, her arm would be useless. She wondered if the company would buy her a cyberlimb as compensation.

			She heard a hollow, cynical laugh from somewhere, then realized it was her own. She was burning up. The coolsuit’s temperature controls had shut down when she’d ripped the arm off, breaking the seal, and now sweat ran down her face, stinging her eyes.

			Her mind focused with remarkable speed when she almost tripped over Raynolds’s body inside the doorway.

			He was unrecognizable, torn and shredded to a pulp. But it was a human body, fallen probably at the spot where he’d spoken his last words, that call to base Illyana had overheard while talking to Dan.

			The cracks she’d seen from outside were in this biosphere, but it was the other side that spoke volumes. It was almost completely destroyed. Shards of shattered diffuser screen lay everywhere. The plants of the miniature ecosystem, so carefully arranged to replicate rain forest conditions, were trampled and ruined. Several larger trees had been ripped out by their roots.

			She glanced down, checking for more slugs, and realized that whatever had done this, it was no stampede of wild animals. The floor tiles weren’t just scored by deep claw marks. They also bore burn marks, serrated spines embedded in the surface, and a halo of trampled debris. It was all familiar enough to tighten a knot in her stomach.

			Around a corner, behind a raised section of forest vine, something flashed in the shadows. Illyana approached, treading softly. Unconsciously she flanked around the other side to take a more covered approach, keeping her back to one of the few standing sections of geodesic. The scent of something rotten assaulted her nose. She quietly popped the oxygen tubes out of her nostrils, just enough to be able to smell properly, and immediately pushed them back in. The smell was rank, a concoction of putrefaction and sharp acid.

			Her breath caught in her throat as she rounded the corner. A seething, broiling mass of membranous flesh obscured the floor, simultaneously rotting and living. It gave off clouds of noxious vapor that drifted up and out through the wrecked dome.

			And in the center, turning to face her, was a creature that might once have been a zantar slug. Now it was twice the size, its brown flesh hardening to a carapace punctuated by vivid, pulsing purple membranes.

			It didn’t move, but Illyana did, slowly backing away. She found what she was looking for in the first biosphere, a container of viscous brown liquid, undamaged by fire. She took it back to the slug dome and rested it on the floor near the rotting flesh-matter, to break the seal with her good hand.

			Getting back up, she threw the liquid at the evolving slug in the center, drew her P220, and fired a single blast at the spreading vine sap.

			It ignited with a bright flash and spread, emitting choking black fumes that made her back off, stumbling through the vines and uprooted trees. She turned to run, and through the broken dome shell glimpsed a vast, dark shape outside, in a nearby recess of the mountain. She didn’t get a good look—too dark, too distant, and she wasn’t hanging around—but she recognized the behemoth instantly.

			The claw marks, the discarded spines, the mutating zantar slug . . . they could all have been coincidence. But now there was no doubt.

			The zerg had returned. And they had come to Garrxax in force.

			• • •

			The zerg ripped through the acid-weakened door as if it were wet paper. Brach turned and fired, killing four zerglings before he heard the next door hiss open.

			“Brach, move!” Lee shouted, envying him his helmet as her unprotected ears rang from the gunfire. She was already through the next door, her hand poised over the lock pad. Brach ran through, ducking as Lee hit the emergency close button. Two more bulkheads to cross.

			They made it through the next before the zerg broke down the door behind them, and Brach breathed a sigh of relief. They were getting some safe distance between them and their pursuers.

			“Captain, we’re ready to roll. What’s your twenty?” the pilot’s voice barked in Lee’s headset.

			“Entering hangar now,” she said. “Stand by.”

			The final door opened, revealing the hangar bay. It was empty but for Brach’s wrecked banshee and the final medivac, packed with marines, its boarding ramp open and waiting. Lee and Brach were the last to leave. The medivac’s engines roared, the pilot holding the throttle just above idle, itching to fire them and get the hell out.

			They ran across the hangar, Lee in front, sprinting for all she was worth. Brach could easily have overtaken her with the powered servos in his CMC, but instead he moved slowly, covering their rear. As they closed on the boarding ramp, Lee heard a dull crunch, barely audible over the engines, from somewhere behind. She looked over her shoulder as two auxiliary entrance doors smashed open, and hydralisks and roaches rushed into the bay.

			Brach saw them, raised his rifle, and opened fire. “Keep going,” he shouted into his helmet comm. “I’ll cover you!”

			She fought the impulse to turn around and go back. Brach was right: she wasn’t equipped for combat, and in his suit he could make it to the ship in just a few seconds. But she knew him, knew the kind of risks he took. “No,” she shouted, still running. “Get to the ramp! We can make it before they reach us!”

			Brach seemed to ignore her and unleashed a volley of rifle fire at the hydralisks, killing two. But then he began walking backward, firing short bursts. Zerg bodies piled up, blocking the corridor and leaving the zerg behind them struggling to push through. “I’m just making sure,” he said. “Now get on board! I’m right behind you!”

			She knew that was a lie, but clambered onto the boarding ramp anyway before finally looking back. “I’m in! Get your wrinkled ass over here, soldier!”

			Brach started jogging to the ramp, turning occasionally to fire at the zerg. He fired one last volley on the roaches before leaping at the ramp, but he’d wasted too much time. They were closer than he’d estimated. The front roach rose up on its front legs and opened its maw, vomiting a stream of acid as Brach landed on the ramp. It hit him above the right knee, knocking him off balance. He collapsed on his stomach beside Lee, and she watched in horror as his neosteel armor smoked and dissolved before her eyes.

			Brach screamed in pain, but even with his helmet mike, Lee could barely hear him above the engines. He writhed in agony, flailing his arms, and accidentally pinned Lee to the floor of the ramp. She struggled under the weight of his suit to reach around her belt, twisting her shoulder to find a grenade. Something popped inside her shoulder joint, but there was no pain. Her fingers closed around the smooth, cold, hi-ex pebble. She wrenched her arm back out, up, and under, releasing it.

			“Go! Go! Close the ramp!” she shouted into her headset. The grenade arced through the air, catching sunlight through the open hangar. It landed in the ragged mouth of the roach that had hit Brach.

			Lee watched the zerg explode through the thin slit between ramp and hull as it closed. Two marines wrestled Brach onto his back while another shouted something at the pilot. The engines spun up to full burn. The medivac rose off the ground, turned ninety degrees, and blasted the zerg with its exhausts as it soared away.

			Brach, still flat on the floor, turned his head to Lee and raised his visor. He smiled, winced at the pain, then smiled again.

			“Always said we were a good match.”

			• • •

			Dannion watched in horror and resignation as the last biosphere went off-line. The evac ship was still thirty minutes out. He wondered if the central base would last that long. If they lost power, the ship would have to rely on manual coordinates to find them and land, but the mountainous rain forest terrain would make that tricky. There was one suitable spot nearby: the same place used to land the transports that had brought them, and the lab, to Garrxax. But after six months of disuse the rain forest was reclaiming the area, and identifying it from above would be difficult. Especially with a heavy storm rolling in from the west.

			Dannion’s last contact with Jorres had been an hour ago, when he urged her to return. Since then he’d been unable to raise her. But there was nothing more he could do for now. He entered the central lounge area, where Callins and the other staff were gathered. Two were missing.

			“Hey, where are Hesken and Dirthiss?”

			Callins scowled at him. “Still packing in their dorms. It’s fine; we have time.”

			Everyone else sat around the room, drinking and chatting. Most were complaining. Some of them eyed Dannion warily. They’d argued earlier about the blackouts, and Hesken had even accused him and Jorres of overreacting to what was “clearly a comms issue.” Dannion had mentioned Jorres’s report, that sphere three was completely destroyed, but Hesken had shrugged it off. Maybe a tree had collapsed, or a rock had tumbled down the mountain. Maybe a rogue meteor had just happened to make landfall on the sphere’s location.

			Not all the scientists were complaining. Some had never done an isolated tour like this before and were going a little stir-crazy. But the loss of research hit all of them, even Dannion. He was originally a physicist and had been using his spare time to perform some deep-space radio wave analysis. He’d downloaded as much data as possible, but since the comms system itself had started going haywire, data corruption had been a problem. For all he knew, the data would be useless when they returned to Korhal. One more casualty.

			A crashing sound broke his train of thought. “The hell was that?”

			Callins waved in the direction of Hesken’s dorm. “Hesken probably saw his own shadow and dropped his flight case.” A few scientists laughed. Hesken was notoriously nervy, and the evac order had understandably made him even more frantic.

			Then a second crash. Dannion started walking across the room, weaving around luggage and chairs. Before he reached the corridor leading to Hesken’s dorm, his personal comm sounded.

			“. . . to base . . . Jorres . . . Dan, you there?”

			The line was fraught with static, but it was good to hear her voice. “Illyana, where are you? I’ve been trying to raise you for the past hour.”

			“Not good, Dan . . . sphere was completely . . . zerg, I’m sure . . . trying to reach you . . .”

			The crashing sounds from Hesken’s dorm now combined with another noise. The screams of panicking men fighting for their lives.

			Dannion shouted at the other scientists, “Shit, they’re here! Head for the armory! Everybody run!” He spun round, trying to remember the direction of the “armory,” which was little more than a cupboard stocked with a half dozen pistols. They wouldn’t do much good if Illyana was right, and he couldn’t be 100 percent accurate that he’d heard her correctly . . .

			It turned out not to matter.

			Dannion, Callins, and all the other scientists stood frozen to the spot, gaping openmouthed at the massive numbers of zerg breaking through the base corridors, and into the lounge area, to surround and overwhelm them.

			It wouldn’t take long.

			• • •

			The medivac landing was rough. The Victory’s bay was already full with its own complement of medivacs. The addition of Kra­kulv’s fleet had maxed out their available space.

			But any landing you could walk away from was good enough. The marines began disembarking, greeted by those who’d come up earlier. A medical crew rushed over, ready to take Brach and several other injured marines into emergency surgery. Lee would follow soon. But not yet.

			Instead, she threw open the medivac cockpit door and grabbed the pilot’s headset.

			“Captain, this is Major Treicher.”

			“Welcome aboard, Major. Your boys already told me you’re the last—”

			“Shut up and listen. Take her up, right now. Do you hear me? We have to clear low-level orbit!”

			“No can do, Major. We have orders to cleanse Krakulv Base with nukes before returning to station.”

			“What the hell do you think we were doing down there, cutting it fine for some laughs?”

			“. . . Oh. Copy that.”

			• • •

			The terrans had gone, fled like the cowards they were, and abandoned their precious base. The Kerrigan scanned through her zerg’s eyes, assembling a patchwork panorama of the terrans’ leavings. Much of the tech was old or useless to the zerg, and no biowork had been detected anywhere in the base. But that was logical; this was a warning station. Their primary sustenance would be intelligence.

			The zerglings spread out, swarming throughout the base, every square foot to be noted and marked. The mutalisks did the same over the base’s exterior. The Kerrigan would leave nothing to chance.

			Hydralisks and roaches moved onward through the base, to the nerve center. If there was any useful human intel on the dead moon, it would be here. The Kerrigan sent the lead roaches to excrete their way through the blast doors, opening them into a hive of light and sound that hummed with activity, an electrostatic ghost soul playing out forever in forlorn hope of the humans’ return.

			The first roach detected heat as it scurried through the liquefied remains of the door. The Kerrigan registered the sense, but it seemed inconsequential until more zerg began feeling the same thing.

			Flames spread across the walls of the nerve center, moving outward from where the blast door had been. A singular scent stirred all of the roaches as one, awakening a dim ancestral group-memory of humid jungles, proud mountains, and exotic vine sap.

			Flames rippled along the ceiling. The light wavelength altered, shifting toward infrared. A fast-oscillating wave of sound filled the space.

			Deep inside the dead moon of Krakulv, systems hummed to life.

			• • •

			The line to Dannion had cut out seconds after Illyana heard the screams, and she knew it wasn’t because of a bad connection.

			She’d seen their tracks as she escaped the wrecked dome of biosphere three. She’d heard their distant movements as she collected jars of vine sap in a box. She’d heard the explosions from other biospheres as she frantically drove the jeep away one-handed while one of Garrxax’s characteristic tropical storms rumbled awake overhead.

			Her wounded arm hung limp and useless by her side. And it looked even worse now, as if the acid was somehow spreading. With every movement of the jeep, pain jabbed her chest, even though she was sticking to the dirt track. Was it the acid, or just the pain and exertion of trying to make it back to the base? She didn’t know, didn’t care.

			Five minutes earlier she’d glimpsed a hydralisk in the rear mirror, lurching out of the rain forest as she rounded a corner. There had been no sign since, so she figured it hadn’t noticed her.

			Wrong. Trees splintered into fragments as a zergling crashed out of the forest and slammed into the jeep’s hood. She yelped involuntarily and tried to swerve, but the heavy rains had turned the dirt track into a mud bath, and the jeep’s fender smashed into its bulky, chitinous body. A panel of neosteel came away, sailing overhead to land on the track behind. The vehicle lurched down as one of the front axles buckled under the impact.

			It was still moving, though. Still working. Smoke rose from the base’s position in the valley, obscuring the base itself. But she’d seen what the zerg did to terran bases and structures plenty of times during the war.

			The jeep staggered another hundred meters before something hit the rear with a heavy thump. She had time to glance in the mirror and see a column of zerglings pursuing her before the rear end slammed into the ground, dragging steel through the mud and pulling the jeep toward the forest.

			She leapt out before it smashed into a tree at the side of the track. She landed on her bad arm and screamed in pain as what remained of the bones snapped and shattered.

			But she forced herself up and dragged the crate of jars out of the jeep. Many had smashed on impact, but some were intact. She checked the width of the track, figured the distance of the advancing zerg, and reckoned she had enough to make a wall of fire deep enough to hold them back . . . if the rain didn’t extinguish the fire too quickly. If the storm passed, it might even spread into the forest and slow them down enough for her to reach the base.

			Or it might fry her to a crisp. But she was going down anyway; that was pretty damn certain. She’d take as many of the bastards with her as possible.

			She removed the first jar from the crate . . . and looked up in surprise at the sound of engines roaring above her. A planet hopper broke through the cloud layer, starting its descent toward the base. Even marine pilots should be able to find that column of smoke, she thought with a smirk.

			The pilot managed to get through on the comm channel, although the line was filled with static. “Garrxax Base . . . planet hopper evac . . . First Lieutenant Treicher. We . . . visual, please . . .”

			“Evac ship, this is First Security Officer Illyana Jorres! The base is down—I repeat, down! I’m the sole survivor, half a klick away on a dirt track! Look for the goddamn advancing zerg! Do you read me?”

			A pause on the line. The zerg drew closer to her position.

			“Roger . . . Officer Lee . . . breaking up . . . Scanning now for . . . Stand by.”

			Illyana sighed. The pilot had heard only half her message, and name, through the static. But at least he’d heard her. Now all she had to do was survive long enough for them to land . . .

			She threw the jar of sap at the advancing zerg and fired her P220.

			• • •

			She watched the rearview on a landing bay monitor as medics strapped Brach to a gurney.

			Krakulv trembled, then exploded in a bright flash of nuclear heat. Vaporized.

			“Whoa,” said one of the medics. “Did . . . did you do that? That’s cutting it damn close.”

			“We drilled nukes into the core when the base was built. I couldn’t risk a countdown that might miss, so I rigged it up to the incendiary alarms. Then all we had to do was wait for the zerg to start a fire.”

			“Since when do zerg use incendiaries?”

			Lee smiled. “Well, we helped them out. I keep a little souvenir in our trophy cabinet, a jar of sap from— Look, never mind. It worked.”

			Brach’s grip on her hand tightened. “Heh . . . goddamn . . . slugs.”

			Lee squeezed his hand in return. “Yeah. I know.” She turned to the medics and gestured at Brach’s leg. “Now listen, this is a roach hit. The acid contains viroids that propagate through the nervous system, and a standard nanoscab just exacerbates the process. The only way to neutralize infection is put the whole leg in an alkali bath, shoot it up with bacteriophage virals, then clean and assess.” She paused. “But honestly, you’ll probably still have to amputate.

			The medic gaped in disbelief at her frankness. “Uh, ma’am . . . thanks and all, but could we discuss this in private?”

			Brach managed a thin-lipped smile. “She’s my wife . . . you bozo. And she knows more . . . about roach wounds than . . . your professors ever taught you . . . Show him, honey.”

			Brach let go of Lee’s hand. She held it up in front of the medic’s face, palm out, and pulled off her glove. He gasped at the neosteel plating, the endoskeletal nerve clusters, the soft glow of status lights.

			“A cyberlimb.”

			“Right up to the shoulder. Give you one guess how I lost it.”

			Brach laughed, coughed, hacked up phlegm, and took hold of Lee’s hand again. She walked alongside his gurney while the medics wheeled it through the ship’s corridors. “Like I said . . . a good match.”

			“I’ll be right here, Brachyan.” She squeezed his hand. “I guess that’s two I owe you.”

			Brach smiled. “Ever get that . . . sense of déjà vu, Illyana?”

			She held on tight as they entered the sick bay.

		

	
		
			Week 12

			@LeeTreicher: @HelekBranamoor Doctor, I tried to request more supplements, but the adjutant seemed to think supplies were low. Is something wrong?

			@HelekBranamoor: @LeeTreicher No, Major Treicher. There have been minor logistical problems with supply scheduling.

				@LeeTreicher I’ve already filed a complaint with the Dominion and I fully 
	expect the issue to be resolved soon.

			@LeeTreicher: @HelekBranamoor What sort of issue? Is there something that I should be aware of?

			@HelekBranamoor: @LeeTreicher No. I’m handling it.

			Personal Log: Dr. Talen Ayers

			Progress has been slow this week. With the reduction of my team, I find myself having to check and double-check my research without Dr. Cogan’s clear and pragmatic insights. My lab assistants are certainly able enough in their abilities, but I have become accustomed to working in tandem with another researcher. A brilliant researcher who was more dedicated to building theories from grounded sources than I have ever been. In truth, I feel partially lobotomized by her disappearance and predict slower progress toward weaponized bioresearch in the future.

			TA

			T. Ayers inactive

			I don’t know if this was Dan’s goal, but I have become paranoid enough to write two versions of my journal: one for Branamoor’s apes to read, and one to give voice to my actual concerns.

			And, yes, this one is easier to write when I’m drunk. So it will be much more loquacious.

			It has been a week, and no word from Talise. She finished the papers as promised and then vanished without saying good-bye. Branamoor says that she has been transferred off-site, which could mean anything, if Dan’s conspiracy theory has any merit. Maybe it does. I don’t know. I’ve finished off the brandy and can’t remember when I slept last.

			I’m not sure why I let these wild theories take root in my imagination. Dan has not been able to provide any evidence thus far, and I am starting to suspect that he mentioned my daughter solely to win my attention. If that’s the case, then his manipulation of Talise is beyond criminal.

			Well, one thing I have to admit: Talise would not take anybody’s word on something so dire without serious evidence.

			Maybe that is why I am experiencing this . . . trial of faith. Ever since the coup, I have argued long and hard for Mengsk. I believe that mankind needs to be led by a strong and decisive hand in this part of the galaxy, and that decisiveness cannot be swayed by the needs or feelings of the few. But when that decisiveness begins to cut into my own sense of morality, when my daughter may be hurt by the emperor’s actions . . .

			I don’t know. I miss Talise. I miss Maren. I don’t know what to do anymore.

			And I’m out of brandy.

			TA

		

	
		
			Lens of the Void

			By Hugh Todd

			The bridge of the Purity of Form shuddered.

			“Shields holding!” called out the damage-control officer, his psionic voice projected for all to hear.

			“Request air cover from Command,” Feranon ordered. The bridge crew had been instructed to speak in a public form of telepathic address to accommodate both khalai and Nerazim. As commander of one of the protoss’ newest ships, Feranon had a duty to make sure that the recently integrated groups worked well together despite their differences. In these dark times, those who followed the Khala and those who rejected it would need each other if they were to survive.

			Feranon himself thought that the reintegration would bring strength to all protoss. This attitude, and his stellar record as a leader, might have been why the Hierarchy had given him command of the Purity of Form. He was proud of his posting and would prove to his superiors that they had made the right decision.

			From his perch in the commander’s chair, he admired the bridge, larger than any to which he had previously been assigned. Protoss worked at rows of terminals, monitoring the mechanisms that caused the void ray to be one of the mightiest ships his race had ever created. These terminals radiated out in concentric circles from his chair, giving him a clear view of all personnel. Filling the air close to his seat were semitransparent holographic screens, affording him summaries of the various stations’ output.

			The bridge was not just efficient but beautiful as well, reflecting the aesthetics of the whole ship. Feranon was impressed with the remarkable abilities of the protoss who had designed it. The Purity of Form was graceful for such a deadly weapon. Of course, this ship’s conception would not have been possible without the close teamwork of khalai and Nerazim. Together they had achieved a pinnacle of both science and art. Astonishing!

			“Air cover arriving,” reported a communications officer. Feranon could feel the crew member’s satisfaction through the Khala. It would have been more economical for all of the bridge crew to be khalai, as they would have instantly known the feelings and thoughts of the others without the need to form words. However, just as the ship had been designed by the two groups working together, so would it be crewed. The Purity of Form would be stronger for the amalgamation.

			Feranon watched on a floating screen as phoenixes ripped through the flock of zerg mutalisks that had been harassing the void ray.

			“Excellent. Continue to our attack point with all haste.”

			Without the zerg forces to hinder it, the Purity of Form quickly arrived at its assigned location.

			“Commander, target within range.”

			Feranon studied a screen showing a line of ultralisks lumbering down a stark hillside. Data detailing everything from their disposition to the very composition of their skin streamed around the zerg outlined in front of him.

			“Bring the prismatic beam online. Deploy one flux-field projector,” commanded Feranon. Crew members moved to comply. The Purity of Form vibrated with the energies funneling through its frame.

			“Fire on the ultralisks as soon as the weapon is online.”

			The vibration intensified until it attained a pure tone. The bridge was bathed in the blue light of the energies that arced to the main crystal. From this crystal, positioned at the mouth of the void ray, the prismatic beam leapt to the figures below.

			On-screen, Feranon observed an ultralisk staggering as the beam slammed into it, but remarkably the zerg continued on, unhurt.

			“Commander, their armor is too dense. The prismatic beam will not be able to break through it.”

			Feranon reviewed the data but didn’t contradict the technician’s conclusion.

			He swiveled his chair, turning to the area behind his command post. There, at the back of the bridge, lay a couch. Heavy cables spread out from the head of the bench, and behind it, beyond thick transparent walls, the prismatic core glowed like a living cauldron of power. Lying on the couch was a young dark templar. An ancient protoss stood at the side of the recumbent figure. Feranon inspected the teacher for a moment.

			Theromos was the oldest protoss he had ever known. His dress did not match that of the younger Nerazim Feranon had met. Even the stylized designs on the clamps that capped his shortened psionic appendages were distinctly archaic. When Feranon had first learned about the assignment, he had asked other Nerazim about Theromos. Every one of them had told the commander of the great respect that they held for their previous mentor. Many had remarked how his teachings had changed their lives.

			Feranon turned his attention to the young Nerazim. The commander spoke softly. “Althai, we need to bring a second flux-field projector online.”

			Before the reclining protoss could answer, the telepathic voice of the elder at his side rang out. “My pupil is not ready. He does not have the discipline to handle a second projector.”

			Feranon focused on the older protoss. “I understand that students usually have more time to learn how to manipulate the void ray’s power, but we are in a difficult situation. There are enough ultralisks down there to rout our ground forces. We were commanded to eliminate them, but a single projector cannot break through their armor.”

			Theromos fairly growled his frustration. “Your second projector may give you what you need to destroy the zerg, but you run the risk of killing your crewman.”

			Althai interrupted before Feranon could respond. “Commander, activate the second projector. I will try to keep it under control.”

			Even though the dark templar were not a part of the Khala, Feranon could sense the trepidation in the words of the young Nerazim.

			Theromos was quiet for a moment and then spoke. “I have warned you.”

			Feranon swiveled his chair to face forward.

			“Bring a second flux-field projector online. Keep the beam trained on that ultralisk.”

			The tone that vibrated through the ship changed pitch as a second arc of energy sprung up, merging with the first at the main crystal. Once again the ultralisk staggered, but then the beam began to liquefy its tough skin, and the zerg was torn apart, consumed from the inside out.

			“Target the remaining ultralisks.”

			The beam fired, tearing through zerg flesh and bone. What had begun as an army, almost two dozen of the towering beasts, was quickly reduced to ash. The Purity of Form scoured the battlefield until the last ultralisk fell still, its body a smoking ruin.

			“Shut down the beam,” commanded Feranon.

			The vibration that shook the Purity of Form subsided, and the bridge dimmed with the loss of the arcing energy’s glare. Feranon turned to congratulate the young dark templar, but stopped at what he saw. Althai lay unmoving.

			Theromos bowed his head over the still form. “You have your victory, Commander. It only cost you one of your crew. I will need a new student.”

			The bridge was quiet as the old dark templar strode from the room.

			• • •

			Although there was no answer at Theromos’s door, Feranon entered his cabin anyway. The space was empty of furniture. Theromos sat in the middle of the room in a meditative posture, his back to the commander. One wall of Theromos’s quarters looked out at the prismatic core, the heart of the void ray. The bright flow of energies drew patterns across every surface of the small stateroom. There was a stillness here that reminded Feranon of a xel’naga temple he had once visited. This cabin carried the same sense of ancient peace, but in this case it emanated from the seated dark templar.

			“Althai was brave to take the risk he did to protect our people. His sacrifice will be remembered.” The serenity of the room swallowed Feranon’s words. The silence extended so long that Feranon thought the old Nerazim wouldn’t answer, but then Theromos’s psionic voice growled forth.

			“Sacrifice. Is that what you would call it?”

			“Either we destroyed the zerg then or our warriors would have paid the price later.”

			“I do not argue against the need to fight the zerg. But Althai was not ready. I had trained him only for a couple of weeks, and he had yet to demonstrate the discipline required to control the Void energies produced by this ship.”

			“Althai thought himself ready. And he was successful long enough for us to be victorious.”

			Theromos’s grim laughter spread across the room like gravel. He turned to meet Feranon’s gaze. “Do you allow every eager young warrior who thinks he is ready to leap into battle against an overwhelming foe? No. I have been training dark templar far longer than you have been alive, Commander. Almost as long as there have been dark templar. If you push them before they are ready, you end up with dead students. As we have today. I should be back on Shakuras, teaching Nerazim, instead of here, helping you kill them. The only reason I do so is out of respect for the Hierarchy and its request for my help.”

			“There are other void rays in the fleet. Other dark templar acting as Void lenses. They manage. You yourself could fulfill this role for a ship, but you refuse.”

			“Yes, there are many experienced dark templar, although few with the discipline to manipulate the great forces used by this unhealthy creation of our scientists. As for my reasons for refusing to handle the Void energies, they are my own. I will teach. It is enough. Now leave me to my meditations.”

			Theromos turned away from the commander, once again assuming a meditative pose.

			Feranon looked at the old Nerazim for a moment and then walked from the room. He paused in the doorway.

			“Your new student is warping in as we speak. I will have her report to you when she is settled.”

			When Theromos didn’t respond, Feranon went on, his psionic voice quieter. “Theromos, I am not your enemy, nor was I Althai’s. I want only what is best for both our peoples; I want to help save the protoss race.”

			Theromos’s words barely disturbed the stillness of the room. “The zerg did not kill Althai, Commander.”

			Feranon had no answer to that.

			• • •

			“The Void is not like the Khala. It does not draw us together and connect us in a blanket of warm feelings. The Void certainly does not offer itself willingly. A dark templar stalks the Void and, through will and discipline, forces it to give up its power.” Theromos waited, sitting in his restful pose, for his new student’s response. The constantly shifting glow from the prismatic core painted light and shadow across the room like a living thing.

			Sharas obliged. “I know these words, teacher. They were a part of our texts when we first began to learn the ways of the Void.”

			“It is good to know they still teach the words as I wrote them.” The old Nerazim paused for a moment and then resumed. “You have passed through the Shadow Walk; else you would not be here.”

			Unsure whether this was a question, Sharas merely nodded.

			Theromos continued. “The void ray is one of the first ships designed by the scientists of Aiur and Shakuras working together. It gathers the psionic energies of the Khala, focused through phase crystals, and combines them with the might of the Void. They meet in the prismatic core and then are amplified by the flux-field projectors. The energies arc from the projectors to the main crystal, the source of the prismatic beam. However, while our brethren’s technologies can align and contain the Khala’s powers, taming the Void’s potency requires a dark templar to focus and funnel it into a useful form. Without a disciplined Nerazim mind, the forces generated by the void ray will become too wild and cascade beyond control. You must be a lens of the Void. You will need a greater understanding of its nature than you have ever had before, but if you wish to follow this path, I will lead you.”

			He paused, judging how well his student had grasped this information. “Shall we start with a demonstration? Show me what you have learned.”

			Sharas stood and bowed her head. At first Theromos saw no change, but then he noticed the moving shadows in the room beginning to take on a different rhythm, independent of the glowing reflections from the core. These umbras coiled, connecting to form a ring around Sharas. Cloudy tentacles flowed up from the floor and began to wind their way around her legs and arms, radiating from them like filaments of mist. Sharas brought one hand up, and the tendrils merged around her body, mimicking her movements. The hypnotizing dance ceased when the young Nerazim took a step backward. The Void swallowed her as if she had slipped into a cloak held behind her, the dark ceasing to be a mere absence of light and becoming a physical thing that enveloped and hid the dark templar from Theromos’s eyes.

			But the elderly protoss didn’t use just his eyes. He waited in his seat, only lifting his hand at the last moment to catch Sharas attempting to tap him on the shoulder.

			“Excellent, student. Control, subtlety, improvisation—these are but a few of the virtues of a well-trained dark templar. We must work on your discipline and your will.”

			Theromos released Sharas’s hand, and she returned to her seat in front of him.

			“I did not think you would sense me.”

			Her teacher nodded. “It was not easy, but when one has looked upon the Void itself, many things that are usually hidden become clear. Still, if you had been patient and had a stronger hold on the Void energies, you might have eluded even me.”

			The ancient teacher’s head tilted as he inspected his student closely. “You remind me of one I studied with long ago. She had a similar impatience, but it came with a passionate brilliance. If you can match her skills, you will find yourself puissant indeed. However, you should beware this path. The more quickly you embrace the power, the greater the danger. Your path must be slow and well thought-out to attain the summit of your abilities.”

			Theromos stood and motioned her to follow his stance.

			“We will begin with simple exercises designed to open you to the Void energies and focus your will on them.”

			Sharas copied his stance, and they began.

			• • •

			“Continue to the main zerg base. Fire on all available targets. Give priority to any units nearing our ground forces,” ordered Commander Feranon.

			The Purity of Form’s beam rained death upon the zerg below. The tone of the ship’s weapon remained steady as it tore apart a group of zerglings and then was redirected to a cluster of bane­lings. From his screens, Feranon could see the protoss line advancing, easily overcoming the few zerg forces that managed to avoid the void ray’s attacks.

			“Commander, three spore crawlers are forming beneath us.”

			Feranon brought up the relevant data and responded, “Notify Command immediately. If those structures become functional before we are out of range, we will be in danger.”

			Battlefield communications among the protoss were efficient, and soon a platoon of zealots arrived. It made short work of the growing spore crawlers. The Purity of Form’s beam cauterized the site and the surrounding creep, ensuring that there would be no more attempts to attack from this area.

			Feranon turned to his navigation officer. “Bring us within range of the main hive and lock onto it as our primary target.”

			The tone of the void ray’s beam faded as it was brought off­line and the engines engaged. Satisfied with the status of his ship, the commander swiveled his chair to observe how the new student was doing.

			Sharas was lying on the focusing couch. Feranon thought he detected some tension in her body, but as she was not a part of the Khala, he couldn’t fully judge her mood. Theromos bent over her, discussing her performance and giving her guidance. So far, Feranon was impressed with the new recruit. She seemed to grasp the techniques of this position much more quickly than previous students, even ones who had gone on to master the void ray’s energies at their highest settings. Trusting that the old dark templar had things well in hand, the commander turned his attention back to the battle.

			The protoss ground troops were focusing on the outlying structures while the Purity of Form flew straight to the heart of the invading forces. If the void ray could destroy the hive, the rest of the zerg would be simple to exterminate.

			“Commander, we are within range of the central hive.”

			“Bring the first flux-field projector online. Focus on the center mass of the hive.”

			The bridge vibrated with the beam’s distinctive timbre. Feranon studied his screens carefully. At first, the weapon tore into the great hive, incinerating its organic structure easily. Then, like skin reacting to a sting, the surface of the hive began to change. Bony plates with spiky protrusions emerged across its hull. The beam failed to damage this new armor, spattering harmlessly.

			“Commander, our sensors are identifying those humps in the creep nearby to be growing hydralisks.”

			Feranon reviewed the data flooding across his screens. It supported the technician’s analysis. With so many hydralisks evolving before his eyes, the Purity of Form would quickly come under attack if it couldn’t find a way to destroy the hive.

			The commander turned to the dark templar behind him.

			“Void lens Sharas, we need to bring up the second flux-field projector, or we must flee. Can you handle the added power?”

			Before the student could answer, the teacher intervened. “You cannot keep doing this, Commander. You put my pupils in danger by rushing them to use this much Void energy so soon. Look at what happened to Althai.”

			Feranon tried to contain his annoyance. “I would not ask her to take such risks if others were not being threatened. When the zerg larvae below us hatch, they will attack not only this ship but also our advancing warriors.”

			“Or it could be that the second projector will not be enough, and you will put Sharas’s life in peril for naught,” Theromos snapped back.

			This was too much. Feranon shouted, “Elder Theromos, I am the commander, and I will judge the hazards and answer for the consequences!”

			Before the ancient dark templar could reply, Sharas spoke, her telepathic voice sharp with anger. “Enough! Teacher, I appreciate your concern, but I believe I am ready. Commander, deploy the second projector. I will do what is needed.”

			Theromos shook his head but didn’t contradict her.

			Feranon turned and gave the command. Immediately the tone that rang throughout the ship changed to a higher note, and the bridge shuddered in response. The stream of energy began to melt the armor plating on the hive, and with an explosion that was felt even on the ship, the Purity of Form’s target burst in a gout of flaming organic matter.

			As soon as Feranon confirmed that the hive had been destroyed and the larvae consumed, he ordered the beam shut down. Turning to the two Nerazim behind him, he noted with relief that Sharas was alive, if shaken. Her skin was pale and mottled with the strain, but she was able to stand under her own power.

			The gamble had paid off.

			Feranon swiveled his chair forward. “Navigation, return to base.”

			• • •

			Feranon found the old Nerazim meditating in his quarters. The commander wondered whether Theromos did anything but teach and meditate. Feranon waited a moment to see if Theromos would speak, but the ancient protoss seemed content to ignore him.

			“I came to apologize for my outburst on the bridge.”

			Theromos spoke, not shifting in his meditation. “It does not matter. You gambled with Sharas’s life, and it concluded in your favor.”

			“It does matter, Theromos. I understand what I am asking, especially in light of Althai’s death. I must put my crew at risk, but I do not do so recklessly.”

			Still Theromos didn’t stir from his seat. “We are at war. There is danger for everyone, my students included. Sometimes we die. That is the way of the universe. I merely dislike waste.”

			Feranon strode farther into the room, moving into Theromos’s line of sight. “For one who has taught so many young protoss, you are awfully detached when you speak of death.”

			The ancient Nerazim turned his head to meet the commander’s eyes. “You command protoss in a time of conflict. You must have seen death before, lost comrades to the Void’s embrace.”

			“Yes, I have. But I speak their names after they are dead. I mourn them and honor them for their sacrifices.”

			Feranon thought he saw a flicker of emotion in the old protoss’s face, but he couldn’t be sure.

			“Commander, I will keep my own counsel regarding my students. We Nerazim are not as demonstrative as the khalai. Over the centuries, I have seen much death.”

			Feranon shook his head. “I have met many Nerazim, and even though they do not share the Khala, I know they feel just as strongly as any protoss. And would time not make you more sensitive to the loss of life?”

			“Be that as it may, Commander, it is not your business. I will thank you for my privacy.”

			“My crew is important to me, and I am responsible for its health, physical and mental.”

			“You may rest easy as to my mental health, Commander. If I mourn, I will do it in my own way and without your hovering presence. Is there anything else?”

			Feranon was frustrated by the lack of a connection between him and his Nerazim crewman. He believed that Theromos was suffering from some emotional wound, but without the deep psionic link provided by the Khala, he couldn’t see how to help the old protoss.

			Feranon nodded. “Very well. But know that you can always come to me, if only to talk.”

			Theromos didn’t answer. He merely resumed his meditation. Stillness filled the room as Feranon left.

			• • •

			Sitting in the calm center of his quarters, Theromos waited until Sharas had matched his meditative pose before speaking. “You did very well today. I expected you to have more trouble handling the power of two projectors, but you rose to the challenge. However, do not think that this makes you a master. Few dark templar can control the full might of the void ray’s weapon. Some have even died, their minds unable to focus the Void’s raw energies.”

			Sharas shifted uncomfortably but didn’t answer.

			Theromos shook his head. “You took control of the Void energies through your anger. I could see your fear fueling the strength you needed to keep them within your grasp. This will work for a while, but eventually your passion will falter.”

			Theromos inspected his student. “Let us try another exercise. Create a stream of Void energy between your hands.”

			Sharas brought up her arms, holding them apart at shoulder width. As she concentrated, wisps of shadow curled around the fingers of her left hand until the bunching threads reached a critical mass and leapt. The dark tendril flowed between her palms, left to right, appearing on one side and then dissipating on the other.

			Theromos nodded. “Good. Now break it into smaller strands and weave them together like a rope.”

			Sharas’s brow furrowed. The dark cord of energy split into a number of narrower tendrils, and after a moment they pulsed in sync. The new band was wider than before, and individual strands moved in a braided stream.

			“Adequate. Hold that in your mind. The rope is strong; it will not break, because your focus sustains it.”

			The braid tightened, the energy flowing more quickly from one hand to the other.

			“Now, reverse the flow. Draw the energies from your right hand and dissipate them on your left.”

			Sharas struggled to comply. The threads slowly loosened. The motion of the energy stopped and reversed, but the movement was uneven and streams began to unravel.

			Theromos pointed to her hands. “No, you must—” He broke off as understanding flashed across the young protoss’s face. Immediately the rope tightened and the energy flowed more evenly. If anything, the stream was stronger than ever.

			“Excellent.” There was respect in Theromos’s tone.

			Sharas’s skin flushed in pride as she let go of the Void and the tendrils disappeared.

			“Once again, student, you show your ability to leap to understanding. I expected you to take much longer to grasp these concepts, but you have mastered them as quickly as any student I have known. I caution you, however. Sometimes this leap will be of help, but often epiphany will escape you. If you do not have discipline and will to fall back upon, the Void shall consume you.”

			The room was quiet as Theromos’s student thought about the lesson.

			Finally, Sharas spoke up. “If handling this much power is perilous, should we not have two dark templar manage the energies in tandem?”

			“That creates its own dangers.” Now Theromos looked uncomfortable.

			He stood and turned to face the far wall. “I have not talked of this in centuries. But you remind me so much of her.”

			Theromos collected himself and then continued. “When I was young, the Nerazim were still experimenting with the Void energies, still discovering the various paths to their use and their hidden secrets. I spent many years deep in meditation, following the currents of the Void. But I was not alone.

			“Naraza and I were close friends throughout our training; we even passed our Shadow Walks on the same day. She was my complete opposite. Where I plodded, she flew; where I was methodical, she was mercurial. She found her power instinctively, jumping ahead to the answer. In those days, we Nerazim were particularly independent, preferring solitary work and study, but Naraza and I complemented each other well. Together we accomplished much more than we could have individually. My studies were the rock to which she could anchor herself as she cast her mind farther into the Void.

			“However, our investigations took us into dangerous territory. We discovered techniques that suggested we could merge to create a dark archon, one that could survive far beyond the usual brief life span. Back then, forming dark archons was forbidden due to the great forces they wielded. But we Nerazim have never shied away from breaking rules. Naraza became obsessed, pushing us to develop these techniques. Finally, she laid plans to enact the transformation ritual.

			“I followed, inspired by her brilliance, hoping to solve any problems through logic and dedication, but in the end I failed her. As we began the ritual, I found I could not complete it. I was filled with the fear of losing myself or, worse yet, destroying us both. I tried to help Naraza recover, aborting the ritual, but in a fit of pique, she continued on. She would not let my pace slow her down. She reached for far more power than she could control, and it consumed her. In my grief and disappointment, I swore I would no longer embrace the Void energies and instead would teach others to handle them safely.”

			There was silence as Sharas digested Theromos’s story.

			It was Sharas who spoke first. “I do not believe you failed her, teacher. I think she failed you.”

			“It does not matter. She died and I could not save her. But I can teach you to avoid her folly.”

			Again the room was quiet. The flickering reflections of the prismatic core swam across the walls in slow waves.

			“Teacher, what—” A convulsion that shook the whole ship interrupted Sharas’s question. The battle alarm sounded, and Theromos and Sharas hurried toward their stations.

			The bridge was in chaos when the two dark templar arrived.

			“Zerg invading from all sides. Ground forces are holding, but the enemy just keeps coming. Pylons three, four, and five are down,” called out a crew member.

			Sharas ran to the focusing couch, and Theromos helped her with the interface.

			Noting Theromos and Sharas, Feranon fired a rapid staccato of orders. “Bring up the prismatic beam, one flux-field projector for now. Identify all targets. Priority to those zerg attacking pylons, then to those harassing ground forces. Be alert for any mutalisks.”

			The bridge crew moved quickly to carry out his commands. The familiar tone of the prismatic beam swelled to a deep hum. On his screens, Feranon could see the energies tear into the zerg below, carving through their flesh in an attempt to staunch the seemingly endless flow of tooth and claw. The beam destroyed zerg with great effect, but it could only slow the attack, not defeat it. When the void ray’s weapon found a target, the zerg would survive just long enough so that when it finally fell, two were ready to take its place.

			The protoss forces held their positions valiantly, but they were being overwhelmed. Feranon appealed to the dark templar.

			“There are too many of them. We must bring a second projector online.”

			Feranon braced for another argument, but Theromos only nodded. Sharas remained calm and relaxed, nodding her agreement as well.

			The commander turned back to the battle. “Bring the second flux-field projector online. Continue to prioritize targets.”

			The hum of the weapon changed, and the newly empowered beam lashed out. This time, the zerg armor could not stop the powerful energies, and lines of the attackers were burned even as they emerged from the ground. The protoss troops began to make headway.

			“Commander, there is a wave of brood lords incoming.”

			Feranon brought up the relevant screen and studied the attacking force. It filled the sky. The behemoths floated serenely toward their targets. They spat mucus-covered symbiotes down onto the photon cannons, which had been placed to protect the far edge of the protoss base. The cannons were destroyed before they could do more than damage a few attackers.

			“Brood lords have no air defenses. Move to engage. Fire as soon as we are within range.”

			The Purity of Form’s engines thrummed as the ship headed toward the line of manta-like creatures.

			Once again the prismatic beam lashed out, carving through armor, tooth, and claw with ease. Feranon inspected the data. Although the brood lords couldn’t defend themselves against the void ray’s weapon, the Purity of Form wouldn’t be able to eliminate them before they reached the nexus, the heart of the protoss base. There were simply too many of the beasts. Feranon turned to the focusing couch.

			“We need to bring the third flux-field projector online. I understand the danger, but it is the only way we can save the base. Without the extra power, we will not stop the zerg from consuming the nexus. All of our gains during the last offensive will be for nothing.”

			Theromos didn’t answer; he merely looked at Sharas. Sharas, brow furrowed in concentration, nodded tersely.

			Feranon shouted out his command. “Bring up the third flux-field projector!”

			Everyone immediately felt the results. The tone that filled the ship changed to an even higher note, one that vibrated throughout the crew’s bodies. The beam tore forth, devouring brood lords whole. What armor they had didn’t slow their deaths as the void ray’s weapon converted beast after beast into flaming debris.

			Suddenly the beam began to stutter. A plaintive whine accompanied the ship’s vibration. A shriek from behind him caused Feranon to swivel his chair.

			Sharas no longer relaxed on her couch but writhed in pain. Dark purple tendrils of energy arced between the cables and her head, racing over the length of her body.

			Theromos leaned over Sharas and shouted, “Hold the power; guide it with your will! You must control it, or it will consume you.”

			Feranon saw her attempt to relax, but a new torrent of what looked like concentrated shadows flowed around her, filled with bright flashes of lightning, and she screamed once more.

			“I cannot hold it! It evades my grasp. Please, teacher, help me.”

			Theromos turned to Feranon, but the commander shook his head. “We need the beam until the attacking force is destroyed. Hold on.”

			Theromos returned his attention to his student and decisively placed his hands on her head. Immediately the writhing energy engulfed him as well. But where it touched Theromos, it followed a statelier pattern. The tendrils cascaded around and between the two dark templar, pulsing in measured swells, all in rhythm. The thundering tone of the prismatic beam steadied.

			Feranon heard a crew member report, “All targets destroyed, Commander.”

			He swiveled forward at the announcement. “Quickly, shut off the projectors.”

			The lack of noise from the beam was a relief. But the bridge wasn’t silent. A strange tone came from the focusing couch, and when the commander looked, he saw why.

			Sharas had reached up to grasp Theromos’s shoulder, their gazes locked together. The tendrils of shadow still played over teacher and student, but now the Void energies began to brighten. The Nerazim’s eyes glowed more strongly, and wisps of red fire raced across their limbs.

			Theromos yelled, “Resist! I know the power is upon us. I know the draw of the Void and the oblivion it promises, but you must resist.”

			Sharas shouted back, her psionic voice tinged with a deep new note. “The Void calls to me! It calls to us. We could become so much more. Together we could become one with the vast energies of the Void.”

			Theromos shook his head, trying to break the connection that was forming between the two dark templar. “And we would be lost. You would be lost. Let it go. Return to your merely physical form and be content.”

			His words must have had some effect upon Sharas, because slowly the tendrils dissipated and the shadows faded.

			Soon only two exhausted Nerazim remained.

			• • •

			Sharas found her teacher seated in meditation as usual, his stillness filling the room. She knelt beside him and waited for him to speak.

			“You did very well, student. Few dark templar with your experience could accomplish as much.”

			Sharas bent her head. “But I failed. I was not able to focus. I almost caused my own destruction. And when you risked yourself to save me, I nearly destroyed you as well. I am ashamed.”

			Theromos sighed. “You did not shame yourself or my teachings. You attempted more than you were ready for. Like Naraza, you tried to fly before you could walk. There is no shame in impatience, merely a lesson to be learned. In the end, you resisted the temptation of power put before you. In that you succeeded.”

			Sharas looked up. “And what of you, teacher? After all these years, you have wielded the Void energies. Did I cause you to break your vow?”

			“I broke that vow willingly. And would do so again. It is time for change. I realize that we must forget the wounds of the past and forge ourselves anew. You have helped me let my own pain go.”

			Sharas stood and formally bowed. “Thank you, teacher. Thank you for my life and for your guidance.”

			Theromos climbed to his feet and returned the bow. “And I thank you for the lessons that you have taught me. Now, let us discuss where the power escaped your grasp, and how you could have prevented it.”

			• • •

			When his door chimed, Feranon turned from his desk and answered, “Come in.” He was surprised to find Theromos in his entryway.

			The ancient protoss took a couple of steps into the room and bowed. “I have come to thank you, Feranon.”

			Feranon’s face showed his amazement. “For what? Almost killing you and your student?”

			“No. I want to thank you for your patience and your understanding. I have made things difficult for you. Though I am a teacher, I have learned much in the last few days. Once I have completed Sharas’s training, I wish to stay on as the Void lens for the Purity of Form, if you will have me.”

			Feranon acknowledged Theromos’s words with a formal nod. “You will be a welcome addition to the ship, not just as a lens, but as a teacher. I am sure there is a lot you can teach us all.”

			“Your crew members are efficient, but they will have to work hard if they wish to become my students.”

			For the first time since the ancient Nerazim had come aboard, Feranon detected a hint of humor in his speech. Astonishing!

		

	
		
			Week 13

			@RedellQuinton: @PamelaGFoster Stay away from the mess hall, darling. Things are getting hot.

			@PamelaGFoster: @RedellQuinton Are you talking about the enchiladas again?

			@RedellQuinton: @PamelaGFoster Bunch of Treicher’s marines are trading knuckle kisses. We got ourselves a legit brawl under way.

				@PamelaGFoster Whoa whoa WHOA.

				@PamelaGFoster The major’s whuppin’ some ass!

			@PamelaGFoster: @RedellQuinton WHAT?

			@RedellQuinton: @PamelaGFoster Change of plans. Get down here right now. You need to see this.

				@PamelaGFoster Hurry, it ain’t gonna last long OH MY SWEET LORD she just broke a table with his head.

				@PamelaGFoster Who taught that lady to punch? She hits like a Thor on snoke.

			To: Blackstone Research Staff 

			From: Dr. Helek Branamoor

			Subject: Tighten your belts

			Esteemed Colleagues:

			As you may have noticed, the mess hall menu has become increasingly less varied as of late. I have overheard some rumblings that this restriction is due to some draconian mandate on my part, and wanted to assure you that nothing could be further from the truth. My primary goal at this facility is to provide an environment that is stable—even comfortable—and that fosters productive research. 

			Unfortunately, recent external events have conspired to make such an atmosphere difficult to maintain. I have tried to prevent current political situations in the surrounding sector from sullying our intellectual pursuits, but my hand has been forced. A little over one month ago, our Dominion sponsors on Korhal cut contact with the Blackstone facility. Since then, I have heard no word from those who sent us out here, and no supply shuttles have arrived to replenish our stores. We are under orders to keep radio silence regardless of the circumstances, so contacting other parties is not an option. I am sure that you understand.

			This week we will begin delving into the emergency storage for all essentials. Water will be rationed so as not to overtax our filters, which are at capacity. Do not be alarmed; the storage should allow us to subsist in a manner that, while not comfortable, will certainly provide what we need to continue our research until we can regain contact with the Dominion. I ask that you politely submit to the rationing without complaint, for the good of everybody on board. Major Treicher’s soldiers will be posted at the mess hall and at the elevators to the lab/garage levels to help ease any tension this may cause.

			Thank you for your compliance.

			Dr. Helek Branamoor, PhD

			Chairman of Dominion Xenostudies 

			Imperial Science Advisor 

			Chief of Research for Project Blackstone

			To: Dr. Talen Ayers, Dr. Jake Ramsey

			From: Dr. Daniel Rothfuss

			Subject: RE: Tighten your belts

			This has been going on for some time—longer than even Branamoor admits. He has been burning through the lower-priority experiments kept in storage in order to give us the illusion of connectivity. 

			The time to move is now, my friends. Branamoor is nervous, but his eyes are busy scanning the quiet heavens. Meet me in my lab tomorrow after lunch. I will mark the surrounding hallways with red lights to keep us from being interrupted. We need to make a plan, and we need to do it quickly. Project Blackstone is unraveling at a dangerous speed.

			DR

		

	
		
			In the Dark

			By David Gerrold

			“Goldilocks!”

			Jake grinned as he studied the displays in front of him. His ship was still too far away for a detailed visual of the planet, but the specs were optimal—even better than optimal.

			A warm yellow sun, not too far off the main cycle. Three small moons, just large enough to generate tidal forces and keep the planet steady on its axis. Ninety point zero nine percent standard gravity. Seventy-three percent water covered. Thirty-one percent oxygen in the atmosphere. Mean temperature of 24 degrees Celsius. Seasonal superstorms, but that was true on almost every planet with an atmosphere. One long irregular continent stretching all the way from the arctic regions in the north to just beyond the temperate regions in the far south, plus a scattering of large islands, most of them close to the coasts of the single continent, but a few farther out. Vegetation shading from amber to indigo, but tending slightly toward orange and pink. Enough CO2 and methane in the atmosphere to indicate significant herbivore biomass, and probably dependent carnivorous forms as well. Some volcanic action, but nothing cataclysmic.

			Not too hot, not too cold.

			Not too big, not too little.

			Life supporting.

			Just right.

			Goldilocks.

			Even better, this star was in such an unlikely place, so far off the main routes, it was unlikely anyone would ever come looking for him. Hell, he realized, he might even be the first human to set foot on this improbable world. “Ha! Goldilocks it is! I hereby dub thee the planet of golden tresses.” And possibly golden stresses. But he didn’t say that last part aloud. Why jinx it?

			He told the adjutant to put his ship into a polar orbit and set the scanners to map the entire surface of the world. He intended to be here for a long while. Maybe a lifetime. He wanted something tropical, with afternoon showers to cool off the heat of the day, and a broad western view so he could sit on his porch and enjoy the sunset.

			In fact, he had a whole list of desires. “Adjutant, look for fertile ground so I can plant some fruits and vegetables. Access to clean, running water so I can bathe regularly and set up a water wheel to generate power for lights. Close enough to the beach that I can go sailing, but high enough up the slopes to avoid any possibility of a tsunami. No active volcanoes in the neighborhood, no restless geological faults, and not in any tornado belt.”

			“Working,” replied the AI.

			Jake mused aloud, “Probably an island just off the equatorial belt. That would be nice.”

			“A continental location would give you more access to resources.”

			“Yes, but it would also put me in the path of various migratory species.” Scanners had revealed gigantic herds of astonishingly oversized things plodding steadily along, always in search of fresh grazing . . . and followed by almost as large predators, whole packs of them. “Living in the middle of an evolutionary superhighway is not a good option. I’m not stupid.”

			“No, you are not,” agreed the adjutant. “Your psychometric scores are quite high, considering your tendencies toward impulsiveness.”

			“Shut up,” Jake said. He hadn’t arrived here by accident. He’d been thinking about this for a long time.

			The decision to desert had been growling in his brain since twenty minutes after the first time he’d run the mortality statistics. He’d been muttering to himself, “There are old soldiers and there are bold soldiers, but there are no old bold soldiers.” Then he’d discovered there were no old soldiers either. That wasn’t just disheartening: it was terrifying. As he stared at the data displays, his tour of duty looked like forever, and the only retirement was a six-foot homestead on some empty wasteland that would never grow anything more than a field of regularly placed stone markers.

			Jake wanted to remain above the grass as long as possible.

			First, he’d checked to see which career paths had the best mortality statistics. Supply pilot wasn’t the best, but it wasn’t the worst either. And there was one overwhelming advantage. Colony ships usually carried all the gear for setting up a completely self-sufficient settlement. That was when the idea was born. That was when Jake chose his career path. It had taken seven years—seven scary years—and more than a few times he had reason to believe he had made a very bad choice.

			But seven years—that was supposed to be the duration of his contract. Seven years and he could opt out. Few had ever lived long enough to opt out, and those who had made it to the seven-year mark almost always found their enlistments extended by a stop-loss order. On the day his extension orders came in, that was when Jake decided enough was enough.

			He’d paid his dues, he was exhausted, and he had no energy for battle anymore. He had no family to return to; they’d been killed in a zerg attack. He’d enlisted in the military while still in his teens. You could dream for more—soldiers always did—but there was no more. There was only this.

			Jake had worked his way up from navigator to copilot to pilot. He was even an officer in training, with all the responsibilities and perks that came with. It gave him access to information—enough to know that there was a lot more to the universe than most people realized. He’d seen many different worlds, seen the barren and the rich, the beautiful and the ugly. He knew there were possibilities—more possibilities than the military ever acknowledged.

			So he studied star charts, studied astrophysics and solar dynamics. His superiors noticed his extracurricular interests. He told them he was aiming for a career in strategic planning and countermeasures, so they gave him access to the exploration and mapping databases, everything the deep-space surveillance probes had discovered for hundreds of thousands of light-years in every direction, a growing sphere of knowledge.

			Jake quietly sorted the data for the conditions necessary for a life-supporting planet. Some stars were too big or the wrong color. Some gave off too much radiation. But the right-size star, the right-color star, was the right place to look for a Goldilocks world. His superiors thought he was charting the probabilities of zerg infestation. The Swarm had been mostly quiet since the Brood War; even so, his superiors approved. Long-range planning was a good thing. They just didn’t know that Jake was planning for his own long range.

			The opportunity came unexpectedly. Jake hadn’t settled on a star system, hadn’t narrowed down his options. He was still considering a variety of possible candidates, both near and far, and he needed to determine how far he would have to go before a pursuit would no longer be cost effective.

			But then the convoy was attacked. The battle erupted around them. Alone on the bridge, already dreaming of possibilities . . . before he had time to think, he acted.

			He didn’t have time to wake the captain; he popped off the plastic cover and slammed his hand down hard on the red button. The alarms went off all over the ship; crew members dived for escape pods; and within three minutes the evacuation was complete, and Jake was the last man on board.

			It took him less than thirty seconds to bring the ship to a new heading, and then he jumped out and away from the combat zone. In the fury of the fighting, barely anyone noticed. Only later, when they checked the various logs in all the surviving vessels, would they realize that one of their colony ships had disappeared—not destroyed, just gone. But that would only happen if there were any survivors. Based on what Jake had seen of the attack, there probably wouldn’t be.

			He was alone. He was free. He was here.

			And this was Goldilocks.

			Perfect.

			• • •

			He let the adjutant crunch numbers and chew data for a few days longer while he prepared a puddle jumper. He didn’t know what he might need, so he packed for all the different eventualities projected in the standard landing scenarios, plus all the local possibilities projected by the adjutant, especially any situation that would prevent him from returning to the colony ship.

			He also considered sending the big ship into the heart of the sun to destroy the evidence of his arrival. But that decision didn’t need to be made today. Besides, there might be some undiscovered reason Goldilocks was the wrong planet. The technical term was surprise.

			He’d already ruled out the main continent. Too many big hungry things. But . . . there was a chain of islands off to the west, close enough to the main continent to be accessible, yet far enough to provide isolation. The biggest of the islands, at the southeast end of the chain, looked like the perfect spot. The island was triangular in shape, formed by the steep cones of three volcanoes, two of them dormant. The last one—the largest, still smoldering—reached high enough into the sky to have permanent snowcaps, even glaciers. The meltwater provided year-round irrigation, and probably a few hot springs as well. Tropical currents sweeping up from the south kept the seas warm, and the winds from the north pushed clouds up against the western slopes every day, where the cool air triggered almost daily afternoon drizzles.

			He studied the big island critically. Dramatic vistas sprawled across wall-size displays. If there was something wrong, he needed to find it now, but the more he viewed, the more the island attracted him.

			Exploratory probes revealed carpets of lush vegetation spread across the slopes of the islands, slender fruit-bearing trees and even taller ones with wide sheltering leaves, whole forests thick with ferns and grass and creeper vines. Sparkling waterfalls fed a network of streams and ponds. There were at least six different ecosystems on the islands, determined by altitude, prevailing wind patterns, and water flow. Where the different zones collided, there would be accelerated evolutionary action. That meant healthy hybrid forms.

			Additional scanning revealed birds and insects—larger than he was used to, but nothing that seemed as threatening as what prowled the main continent. There were also a variety of amphibians, small animals, and even something that resembled a small wild pig. The seas were teeming with fish of all sizes, including several enormous species. But that was okay; Jake wasn’t planning to go swimming in that surf anyway. On the north shore, some of those waves were breaking nearly sixty meters high. That was intimidating; Jake had never been in anything deeper than a bathtub.

			He couldn’t decide what to name the island. Pax? Aloha? Shalom? Haven? The Big Island? None of those felt right. But he could wait. Maybe the island would reveal its own name to him in time.

			But there were other possibilities as well, and he wasn’t about to make a hasty decision. He’d planned too long and come too far. So he gave the mainland one more careful review. He studied a small lagoon on the western coast of the long continent, sheltered by jagged cliffs that kept it isolated. And a comma-shaped lake in the highlands to the north, well above the migratory patterns. And even a storm-swept stony cliff in the southern hemisphere that was so inhospitable no rational person would ever think of exploring there. In the end, Jake always came back to the beckoning islands. Maybe someday he’d explore the mainland, but right now the islands seemed both safe and attractive.

			But even after the puddle jumper was fully loaded and programmed with the coordinates of the western slope of the island, Jake still hesitated. He went back to the bridge for one more look around, one more scan, one more survey, one more run at the data—one more opportunity to find a reason to hesitate.

			He sat in the command chair for more than a week, arguing with himself, arguing with the adjutant, eating karak sandwiches and drinking cup after cup of coffee, pursing his lips, furrowing his brow, frowning, thinking, studying, debating with himself, arguing the pros and cons, the merits and demerits, until finally he realized that the situation wasn’t going to change, no matter how much he considered it. Maybe the island was idyllic; maybe it wasn’t. He’d never know for sure sitting here and worrying.

			For a moment, he even considered turning the ship around. He could still head back. He could say he’d taken the ship away from the convoy to save it from being destroyed. But that wouldn’t explain why he’d ordered the evacuation or why the unwipeable logs would show his long, detailed surveillance of this planet. Well, he could argue that once he’d arrived here, he thought he should scan the planet for possible colonization. Would they believe that? Probably not.

			No, he was committed to this path—had been committed since the moment he’d slammed his hand down on the large red alarm button. There was no way he could avoid a court-martial, probably a firing squad. If he went back, he’d never have a chance like this again. He’d never know.

			Finally, frustrated with himself, realizing that inaction was producing no useful result, he spoke aloud. “Sitting doesn’t work, Jake. Get off your big fat ass and go.”

			It wasn’t exactly now or never. This launch window was closing; two hours from now, there would be another, and every two hours after. But there was nothing more to do, nothing else for Jake aboard this ship. You could only study a situation for so long. Then you had to act. He’d planned this escape for over seven years. This was what he’d been aiming for. This was the realization of the promise he’d made to himself.

			Even before he realized it consciously, he was standing up. He was moving. He disposed of the last of his meal and ordered the ship into standby mode, then made his way down to the launch bay. One last look back—if everything went according to plan, he would be the last living being this ship would ever know.

			“Good-bye, Jake,” said the adjutant. “I shall maintain the ship for your return.”

			“You do that.”

			He boarded the puddle jumper and carefully departed the starship. Pulling up a display on one of the monitors, Jake watched the giant vessel recede until it was nothing more than a gleaming pinpoint. A thought gnawed at the base of his brain that there was more he could have done, maybe should have done, but he couldn’t think of anything specific. And if it turned out he needed anything else, he could signal the colony ship to drop a few of the many cargo pods still on board.

			There was still time to return the smaller craft to the colony ship. He didn’t have to land here. There were plenty of far-distant frontier worlds that would appreciate the unexpected arrival of a fully loaded ship like this. He would be a hero. For a time, anyway. Only until the next military vessel came by and some opportunistic settler turned him in for the inevitable reward. No, he was safer simply disappearing.

			He let the moment pass and steered the puddle jumper into a landing course. After a bit, the first wisps of upper atmosphere began to stream past the hull, and shortly after that, the buffeting began. Holding the ship steady, he used the thickening atmosphere for braking, only occasionally firing thrusters to correct its course.

			He brought the craft down swiftly, approaching the island from the west and then leveling off just above the sparkling green surface of the ocean, close enough for Jake to see great dark shapes moving through the water. He slowed the puddle jumper just before reaching the shore.

			The sand on the beaches glittered a startling shade of gold with pink pearlescent flecks. And then it gave way to broad slopes of grass rising toward the distant cone of the volcano. This whole island was volcanic rock, and in some places the topsoil was so thin, trees couldn’t root. Only tall grass, shrubs, and ferns.

			At last, Jake landed the craft on a high plateau overlooking the western reach of the island. He watched his displays carefully while the craft sampled the air, filtered it, examined it for toxic elements and malicious bacteria, fungi, viruses, and prions. It could be several days before the system would admit that he could leave the puddle jumper without a hazmat suit. The suit was guaranteed against infectious organisms up to Class Six, but that guarantee was useless out here where customer service was unavailable. No. He’d wait until the shipboard lab finished preparing appropriate vaccinations.

			He activated ground and air probes and released them to explore the island. He wasn’t going anywhere without detailed maps of the terrain. That could take another week or two.

			There had been other planets on his list of candidates. Some were barren: places with barely breathable atmospheres, places where the terraforming had not yet been completed and the only life-forms were algae, fungi, and lichens. Others had been charted and were known to be habitable, but Jake worried about who or what might eventually settle on those worlds. No, this one afforded him some promise of solitude. He wouldn’t be bored. He had his music; he had his digi-tomes; he had his holovids.

			But he didn’t feel like waiting: he climbed into an SCV and began plodding around the landing zone, getting a feel for the area. He had only a couple of hours of daylight left, but he could start laying out markers for a base camp. Driving an SCV, he could clear the ground, install cameras and lights, a variety of sensors, a security perimeter, and even a couple of auto-turrets. The latter were probably unnecessary, but standard procedure nonetheless. He doubted that the guns would ever be required to take out anything larger than a scorpion or a mosquito. Nevertheless . . . he’d make careful preparations. He’d been too deeply immersed in the paranoia of the military mind to let go easily.

			On the third day, he built a hangar for the puddle jumper: climb into an SCV, unload the materials, weld the prefab walls into place, add a roof on top. Roll the ship inside, close the door. Then sleep for eight hours while the cameras and auto-turrets watched the perimeter.

			He awoke in the middle of the night.

			Almost naked, wearing only shorts and carrying a Torrent SR-8 shotgun with an infrared scope, he strode outside and peered into the darkness. The soft blue glow of the overhead lights revealed only the surrounding jungle in shades of deep indigo and black. Above, the stars twinkled brightly, and the largest of the planet’s three moons tumbled slowly. Raising the weapon, he looked through its scope and turned carefully, scanning for heat signatures. Nothing.

			Whatever he’d heard, it was silent now.

			Some kind of shriek . . . made by some kind of thing. Maybe a bird? Maybe even one of those things in the ocean, surfacing for a moment? Maybe just one of those piglike animals? Maybe there were predators that fed on those animals? Logic suggested there should be. But logic was limited to the available facts, and the available facts were limited by the available technology for studying them, of which Jake had more limited than available. There was an old saying about strange new worlds: they were strange. Not only stranger than you imagine. Stranger than you can imagine.

			He stood in the dark for a long time, listening. Then he went back inside, sat down in front of his security displays, and played back the sounds of the night. Mostly the audio tracks revealed harmless background noises—the susurrus of the waves, the wind, and the rustling leaves of the surrounding foliage. But the scream? Nothing at all.

			He’d heard it only in his head.

			But he’d heard it. He knew he’d heard it. He was sure he’d heard it.

			He sat in front of the displays for a long time, studying the terrain of the island. He launched three probes to circle the area.

			And he trembled.

			The scream he’d heard tonight—it had been a raw, guttural roar of sudden awareness abruptly being cut off. He didn’t recognize it, didn’t understand it, didn’t know what could have caused it . . . but he recognized the screeching feeling in his head. He’d felt it before. Not this scream, but another one like it.

			There were stories of things on the other side of the sector with strange psionic powers. And there were other stories, even more disturbing, of humans who were conscripted and trained as psionic warriors. Ghosts. Jake had never met a ghost, never seen one in person. Officially, they didn’t even exist, but he knew they did. He’d experienced an inadvertent psi blast. It had happened on a transport mission, a top secret operation.

			It had been early in his career, and he’d been only a petty officer third class at the time. But a large black ship, a nameless ship, had needed a crew in a hurry, and he’d had a security clearance. Nobody talked about the mission, but it was understood anyway that they were heading out to the Ghost Academy on the Korhal moon of Ursa. Even though nobody said there was a teep in a shielded cabin, everybody knew there was a teep aboard in the shielded cabin.

			Whoever she was, she stayed in her own quarters, far away from everyone for the entire trip. But one night she had a nightmare, and without any foreshock or warning, her sudden telepathic scream had blazed through the entire ship, knocking crew members to their knees. Men and women fell where they stood, passed out, vomited, collapsed into seizures, involuntarily emptied their bladders and bowels. Her escort, a single wrangler who hadn’t seemed like anything special, didn’t even hesitate: without a word, he abandoned his poker game and sprinted out of the mess hall. Turned out later he’d been wearing a fancy device called a psi-screen, and it had protected him from that terrible scream. The starship’s crew had no such protection. Slowly and painfully they gasped their way back to consciousness. The experience of the psionic blast left them dazed and confused, weak and trembling.

			For the rest of the journey, the wrangler kept the ghost candidate sedated. There was no official acknowledgment of the incident, but the captain quietly let it be known that the teep was barely a teenager, untrained and possessing little control over her powers.

			But the impact of that scream—it had scraped the souls of every crew member aboard. The raw, brutal impact of the blast left them imprinted and wounded and sensitized to the slightest ripple of psionic force.

			Jake didn’t know what the teep’s original trauma had been, what dreads infected her memories, what terrors had resurfaced to trigger her nightmare, but even though he had never seen any himself, Jake felt sure it must have involved zerglings. In the aftermath of that horrific psionic moment, his mind resonated with a disjointed turmoil of strange and terrible feelings, as if he had been assaulted, invaded. He felt as if new memories had been burned into his skull, false memories, not his, but memories nonetheless of what it felt like to be thrown into a pit of snarling, chittering, mindless insect-things.

			The ship’s doctor, himself a trembling shell now, had cautioned everyone on the crew that the resonance of the moment might leave some of them with some increased sensitivity to telepathic noise, but that was an understatement. Before the ship reached its final destination, three crew members had committed suicide.

			Jake was one of the unlucky ones. He survived. Ripped open, unhealed, he was one of the walking wounded. Emotionally disrupted, now he could feel the mind-noise of the people around him. Not clearly, just a continual rattling of stray impulses from people around him, half-formed, incomplete—fear, sorrow, anger, sadness, resentment, and, much too often, thoughts of lust and desire and strange, dark emotions. The noise came in slow waves, sometimes rising, sometimes fading, sometimes the most terrible when people were asleep and dreaming, but never fading enough to be tolerable.

			That was when Jake had committed himself to escape. He had to find a place where he could experience quiet again, a place with no other humans around.

			But this scream . . . ? Here and now. It hadn’t been human. Of that Jake was sure. It was something else. Something that might have been animal, might have been insect, might have been mindless, might have been godlike. But whatever it was, it was compelling.

			In the morning, before the orange sun had cleared the horizon, Jake was awake and ready. He wore light combat armor, he carried a customized AGR-14, and he’d jury-rigged his helmet to project heads-up datalinks onto his visor. He’d spent the long hours of transit to this world rebuilding and modifying every piece of equipment that frustrated him. And that was almost everything. He strapped himself onto a vulture, took a deep breath, and muttered, “All right. Let’s roll.”

			The vulture was perfect for scouting and patrol—a lightly armored one-man hoverbike designed for speed and reliability. The colonial models could be flown up to a kilometer above sea level and could reach speeds of 370 klicks per hour. Jake had loaded three of them on the puddle jumper, plus spare parts.

			Six days he searched the islands, listening inside his head for the chattering noises of . . . whatever might have screamed in the night. Six nights he patrolled the skies, probing the dark foliage with fingers of blue light. Nothing.

			On the seventh day he rested. He landed the vulture beside the hangar, noticing that the first creeper vines were already exploring the surface of the thatch. Within months, they would overgrow it, covering it with thick black strands and an even thicker blue-black carpet of leaves. It would be good camouflage from prying eyes.

			On Monday, Jake double-checked the fuel cells of his vulture and took to the air again. He was going back to the northern sweep of the island to search the slopes of the tallest volcano. It rose like a giant cooling tower on the horizon. This world’s 90 percent gravity encouraged everything to grow bigger, taller, larger. Sand dunes and waves were steeper because the angle of repose was greater. Mountains were more upright and jagged. The cones of the volcanoes rose like towers toward the sky; their sides were almost vertical. Insects and animals were larger too. The intense heat of the day made it possible for animals without homeostasis to warm faster and maintain internal body heat. That and an oxygen-rich atmosphere also favored animals of greater size—optimal was as big as a football; it was the outliers that were worrisome. Those could be as big as a football field. Fortunately, the islands in this chain weren’t large enough to provide sufficient vegetation to support even a small herd of the giant grass eaters that roamed the mainland.

			Additionally, the volcanically formed terrain was rugged and uneven. It didn’t favor migration or even casual exploration. Without the vulture, much of the landscape would have remained inaccessible to Jake. There were places he could not have seen, features he would not have discovered.

			In particular . . .

			Both of the dormant craters were riddled with lava tubes, natural tunnels formed by streams of molten lava. As the torrents had rushed downward, the edges had hardened up and around, leaving long tunnels of dark volcanic rock. Later eruptions had built up thick roofs over many of the lava tubes. Most of the tubes were wide enough to hold a puddle jumper. If Jake had known to look for lava tubes, he could have saved himself the effort of building a hangar at the landing site. A lava tube would provide better air cover. If it was deep enough, it would even serve as an attack-proof bunker. He would have to explore these tunnels more thoroughly, but not until he found the source of the psionic scream.

			First things first.

			From time to time, Jake parked the small craft to release another probe. The probes would quietly and patiently explore their surroundings, looking, listening, and relaying their data back to camp. Some would actively explore; others would go semidormant, awakening only if disturbed. If there were things on this island that defied easy detection, Jake would find them. If not now, then eventually.

			In the afternoon, looking northward, Jake saw the horizon darkening rapidly. Occasional flickers of lightning flashed between the sea and the sky.

			“Crap,” Jake said aloud. He’d forgotten one of the first rules of anything: Don’t get so involved in what you’re doing that you forget what you’re doing. He’d forgotten to pay attention to his weather displays.

			The danger was immediately apparent. The wide line of the squall was rushing toward him at incredible speed. Understandable. Everything on this world was larger than he’d imagined. This wasn’t just a squall; it was a superstorm. There was no way he could make it back to camp before it hit. He’d have to find a closer shelter and wait it out.

			His first impulse was to head for the lee side of the volcano, but he realized almost immediately that he would be just as defenseless to the elements as the storm swept over.

			No, there was only one possibility. He headed his vulture for the nearest lava tube. He’d been planning to explore some of the larger tunnels someday. He just hadn’t realized that someday would be so immediate.

			The storm wasn’t entirely unexpected. His data crunches had shown the planet was capable of extreme weather, but without any long-term studies of wind and weather patterns, he’d had no way of knowing how often the superstorms would occur. This planet needed an ice age to cool it down. All that heat—the same heat that favored an oxygen-rich atmosphere and encouraged giant plants and animals—also favored massive evaporation of water vapor from the surface of the ocean and horrific winds to hurl the resultant massive supersaturated clouds into any obstructing mountain. This wasn’t just a superstorm; it was a perfect storm, a scouring hurricane of colossal proportions.

			By the time he reached the lava tube, the wind was already rising and causing the vulture to buck almost uncontrollably. The entrance to the cave was a hole in a sheer vertical cliff, partially blocked by hanging foliage. Already the sky overhead was darkening, the first strikes of lightning were flashing, and a spattering of heavy drops was pelting the canopy of the craft. Jake held firmly onto his controls, easing the vulture through the vines and into the tunnel. As soon as he was out of the wind, he could let his forward momentum carry him up the tube. He needed only tiny nudges from the thrusters. His headlights probed the gloom, but revealed only burnished walls of obsidian. Myriad reflections glittered and sparkled from the dark volcanic glass.

			Fifty meters in, Jake allowed the craft to settle to the floor of the tunnel. This should be deep enough into the tunnel. If not, he could always go deeper into the mountain. He had no idea how far this cave extended, but the sensors on his vulture revealed at least another hundred meters, possibly more. Beyond that, the display was indeterminate.

			Jake climbed down from the vulture. He flipped open the faceplate of his helmet and took a deep breath. Already the air smelled wet. Even this deep into the lava tube, there was a noticeable draft coming from the entrance. The opening glowed as a bright circle of light, already darkening, occasionally flickering from unseen lightning strikes. He approached just close enough to feel the wet spray of the storm. It was already hammering in with powerful horizontal surges that left the walls of the tunnel dripping. The water came in faster than it could drain. Jake wondered if he should move the vulture farther up the tube, but as he walked back up the slope, it was clear that the water wasn’t reaching up this far. He was safely beyond the worst forces of the storm.

			“Well, crap,” Jake said again. “I wasn’t planning on this.” He popped open the vulture’s rear canopy and inspected his supplies. He had enough food and water for three days, a week if he was frugal. He wouldn’t need the tent, but the sleeping roll would be more comfortable than the hard floor of the cave. If he was careful, he wouldn’t need the medkit. He checked the weapons locker; the entire arsenal was charged and ready. He doubted he would need a weapon in here. No, he hoped he wouldn’t need one. “Don’t make assumptions,” he reminded himself. “Tunnel worms. It only takes one to ruin your whole day.”

			He considered the AGR-14—not exactly a lightweight weapon, but an effective one, using magnetic acceleration to fire slugs at supersonic speeds, all with a very intimidating roar. Jake liked the incendiary shells best. “Better safe than dead,” he decided. He took the AGR-14 and two extra ammo belts. After a moment’s thought, he added a string of incendiary grenades as well. Just in case.

			He switched on his flashlight and checked its power. He double-checked the heads-up display he’d installed on his helmet-visor; it let him see his power reserves, his system-monitors, his bio-scan, and the readiness of the vulture in case he had to vacate the cave in a hurry. Everything shone green. He didn’t relish the idea of having to vacate the cave in a hurry. He doubted there could be anything up the tunnel more dangerous than the hurricane raging outside, but he didn’t want to find out the hard way if he was mistaken.

			He started hiking upward. The lava tube had a pronounced slope, difficult but not impossible. He would have thought that in the .9 standard gravity of the world, molten lava would have flowed slower, but the steeper angle of the volcanic cone actually made for faster lava flows. His initial scans had revealed whole networks of tunnels. Apparently as the cone of the erupting volcano rose, lava tubes formed on top of each other, sometimes twisting and turning like strands of spaghetti. The physics of their formation would have kept an army of geologists happy for generations.

			The sound of his footsteps reflected off the burnished walls of the cave, echoed like the inside of a shower stall. If there was anything alive in the tunnel, it would hear him long before he reached it. Conversely . . .

			From time to time, Jake stopped to listen. Far behind him, the storm still raged. The dim glow of the tunnel opening had faded out and disappeared. Not even flashes of lightning could be seen anymore, although occasional crackles of thunder could be felt reverberating through the mountain. The lightning strikes outside must have been horrific.

			But he didn’t hear any other sounds. Not with his ears at least. Just the same, he was starting to feel an uneasy resonance in his gut, an unnamable sensation that gnawed like anxiety or even hunger, but felt like something deeper.

			His foot slipped. He shone his flashlight down. There were loose rocks here. That didn’t make sense. But there were rivulets of water too. The mountain must be riddled with cracks, slowly eroding away on the inside. There could be a whole system of drainage, carved by millennia of storms.

			Jake considered the possibilities. You could hide a whole military installation inside this volcano: factories, barracks, arsenals. He shuddered at the thought. That was the very thing he’d just escaped from the disheartening drone of endless preparation for violence.

			The slope of the tunnel was steeper here. From time to time, he had to stop to catch his breath. And he had to be more careful where he stepped. But even so, he missed it, not noticing the thing he’d stepped on until he felt it scraping beneath his boot. Not until he heard the metallic screech.

			He looked down.

			It gleamed gold. Brighter than gold. A shade of light that was as beautiful as it was unnatural. A shard of something metallic, but not quite metal.

			At first he thought it was the blade of a knife, or even a sword, but it had a graceful curve. He bent to examine it closer. He nudged it with his foot. He squatted before it, exhaling loudly and looking at the thing with genuine annoyance. Not for what it was, but for what it meant.

			He poked at it tentatively, well aware it might be some kind of machine just waiting to be activated. It looked like the broken tail of a teardrop.

			“Crap,” said Jake. “Crap and double crap.”

			He sat back on his haunches and studied the thing, wishing it were something else, somewhere else. If it hadn’t been for the storm outside, he would have fled immediately. He’d have raced back to his base camp, loaded his gear into the puddle jumper, and launched himself back to the colony ship. Even now, he was already planning his retreat. He was going to have to leave this island, this planet, this system.

			Jake knew this thing. He knew what it was. He’d seen something like it in a museum of battlefield relics. Not the same thing, but the same kind of not-quite-metal. The same intense pearlescent yellow. The same undiminished shine. No rust, no pitting, no scarring or scorching. Just a broken shard of something that had twisted and finally broken under stress.

			Protoss metal.

			He was not alone.

			Jake forced himself to breathe slowly. He counted to ten. To twenty. To 180. Maybe he was jumping to conclusions. Maybe there was another explanation. Protoss metal didn’t decay, didn’t erode. Maybe this piece had been here for years, for centuries—even possibly millennia. Maybe the protoss had visited, found nothing useful here, and moved on.

			Jake picked up the gleaming shard and looked at it, turning it over and over in his gloved hands. Nope. This wasn’t something that had been discarded. This was something that had been flung here, twisted and broken like the pieces in the battle museum. Only this piece had deep gouges and scratches along one side. Marks that looked like the scraping of teeth or claws.

			“Triple crap,” Jake said. “This is a triple.” He said it aloud: “I’m not alone. There have been protoss here. And they lost a fight with something else, also here.”

			His knees were starting to ache from squatting. Still holding the not-quite-metal shard, he straightened. He could continue going upward, deeper into the volcano . . . or he could retreat to his vulture and brave the superstorm. Or he could sit here, paralyzed with indecision—the same kind of indecision that had kept him sitting at the controls of the colony ship for a week before finally committing himself to descend to the surface of the planet.

			If he went back down, he’d never know what threats might lurk inside the mountain. He’d never know what had caused that midnight scream. If he continued upward . . . well, at least he’d know what he was up against, whether he should stay or evacuate.

			If he survived the encounter.

			“Crap,” Jake said. There were other words he could have used, but crap was the one that felt the most appropriate.

			The next few meters of the climb were steep, but abruptly the lava tube leveled off and opened onto a huge vertical chamber. His flashlight probed the gloom with a blue finger of light. The floor of the space was a rocky jumble; the ceiling was a burnished dome, but that wasn’t what caught his attention.

			There had been a battle here, a big one. The walls of the cave were scorched, and the bottom was strewn with not-quite-metal pieces. Most were gold; some were silvery. Jake wasn’t an expert on protoss technology, but he thought he recognized some of the silvery fragments: they could have been the broken legs of the things called stalkers. Other pieces, bright yellow, might have been the remains of those larger war machines known as immortals.

			He should have been fascinated, even awestruck, at the sight of protoss war machines, but he wasn’t. The sight of all this metallic carnage left him disturbed and anxious. It suggested—no, demonstrated—that there was something horrible on this world, something nasty enough to rip apart heavily armored protoss.

			“Crap,” Jake said. “Just crap, crap, crap.” Of all the words Jake had said since landing, crap was now the most used, according to the data-display on his visor.

			He unclipped a console from his belt and sent a cloud of micro-spies into the large chamber. The tiny propeller-driven devices were Umojan tech, and he’d paid dearly to get them from the black market, certain they’d come in handy one day. They immediately began circling slowly, scanning, measuring, listening—

			—until a bright blue beam flashed out from the opposite side of the cave, flicking from one micro-spy to the next, disintegrating each in a dazzling flash of light.

			Jake leapt backward into shadow, knowing even as he did so that it didn’t matter. Whatever had just incinerated his micro-spies had certainly targeted him as well. Even as the first hot surge of adrenaline roared up through his gut, his chest, his heart, he was already realizing that he was alive only because that same something wanted him alive.

			He took a deep breath, a second, a third . . . then stepped forward. Running would be the worst thing he could do.

			Across the cave, on the other side of the chamber, where another lava tube opened into the great space—or perhaps it was a continuation of this lava tube—something shimmered. Something tall. Something not human.

			In that instant, Jake suddenly knew he was extremely lucky . . . and extremely unlucky too. He was now one of the very few human beings in the sector who had ever been face-to-face with a protoss. The reason there were so few was that most of those who had ever been face-to-face with a protoss had not survived the encounter.

			“Uh, hi,” he said. He raised his right hand in a tentative greeting.

			• • •

			Lassatar studied the creature across from him. He’d been aware of its presence on the island since the day it arrived. Now, here in this cavern, he could finally examine it.

			Human. Encased in primitive technology. It imagined itself powerful. It had a pretense of thought wrapped around a core of primal surges—mostly fear. It was a biological imperative, pretending toward thought, even aspiring toward true thought, but really just an organic machine fueled by a clumsy tangle of hunger, fear, rage, and vague uncomfortable desires.

			It desired intimacy, but it feared connection with its own kind. It desired knowledge, but feared discovery. It desired change, but feared action. It desired peace, but feared death.

			It desired sentience, hungered for a light it could only dimly sense, but feared to give up the animalistic state of being that kept it trapped in a cage of emotions. It did not act as much as it reacted.

			All this and less.

			That humans had achieved warp technology was more a demonstration of how easily knowable this universe could be than evidence of any native intelligence. The human species had not yet finished evolving, and probably never would. It would destroy itself before it had a chance to create its own higher state of being.

			Nevertheless, the raw passion of these creatures gave them a terrifying set of abilities. They could create almost as ferociously as they could destroy. They weren’t mindless. And to this dark templar, the possibility of what a human might become was a tantalizing question, one that deserved enormous consideration.

			If you share a galaxy with another life-form, it is either a partner or a scourge. There is no neutrality. If the relationship is not one of mutual contribution, then it is one of eternal warfare and destruction. Life is inevitable. Resources are finite. The rest is left as an exercise for the trainee.

			In the brief instant between the destruction of the micro-spies and the moment when the creature raised its hand in greeting, Lassatar sorted through a thousand options. His curiosity overruled them all.

			He’d had experience with humans before, most of it violent, but a chance encounter on a trivial world had left him pondering the possibilities of sentience in this unfinished species. Could its primitive and brutal mind be trained? Could this animal be uplifted? Could it learn the deeper responsibilities of the technologies it had created? Or was it like the giant herbivores of the mainland—an evolutionary dead end, doomed by its own biology to feed and be fed upon in turn, with no real capability to understand its own participation in the processes of time?

			The creature before him now . . .

			Lassatar recognized a curious kinship.

			Like him, the creature had chosen to separate itself from its own kind. Humans did that often, and often without apparent reason.

			At first consideration, it made no sense. The behavior seemed to have no evolutionary value. Separated from the tribe, the herd, the family, a lone unit’s ability to survive was considerably reduced. Even the hard shell of technology was rarely enough protection against the raw forces of the universe. And if the lone unit traveled without a mate, without the capacity to reproduce, then the action was biologically futile.

			But if the evolutionary value was not immediately apparent, it was still inherent. Otherwise, the behavior would not continue to occur, would have disappeared from the species quickly. Clearly, there existed a survival value for the larger gene pool in having some of its members commit to exploration and discovery. The behavior could function as a useful avenue toward the development of greater thought within the species—a path toward the growth of a genuinely conscious mind. It could even be an evolutionary trigger as profound as the ability to walk upright or the use of tools.

			The future of humanity was an issue that protoss elders occasionally discussed. Humans were a curious anomaly, a species trapped on the cusp of possibility. Caught between their raging biological impulses and the possibility of true sentience, humans were a question in the process of asking itself. The resolution of the dilemma might be interesting, but was not worthy of serious consideration—not until the threat of the zerg had been totally eliminated. Nevertheless, any encounter would be another piece of the growing structure of thought.

			Lassatar was a guardian of secrets, a protector of ancient mysteries—and he regarded his duty as a sacred responsibility. More than that, an identity. Lassatar felt his job required him to be the living spirit of protoss heritage. It wasn’t enough for him to be just a guardian. He needed to be a living embodiment: he needed to be an access to the powers and abilities of the past.

			He believed that the mysteries and secrets of the ancient past were significant, and that they had profound meaning for the protoss of today. Life was mutable. The earliest protoss knew this—not just as theory, but as an actual application.

			Life evolved. It changed. It challenged itself and adapted to whatever circumstance occurred around it. To a higher mind, the processes were beautiful and cruel and powerful. To a higher mind, one that thought in terms of millennia, evolution was a tool, and the first members of the protoss species used that tool handily. They practiced the application of evolutionary pressures to maintain and control the environments of the worlds they claimed. Often, they uplifted whole ecologies from primal to stable.

			As he studied the ancient processes, Lassatar had briefly considered how those mysteries could be applied today. For instance, could humans be uplifted toward true sentience? Would they then become a useful partner in the war against the zerg?

			That was an interesting question, but not one that any protoss authority was apt to consider at length, let alone pursue. The humans were prone to uncontrolled emotions and violence. Even true sentience would not remove that emotional core of being. Uplifting humanity might result in a very dangerous species, possibly a threat to the protoss. That risk was too great.

			And . . . it was not an inquiry he could assume on his own without violating the integrity of his office. He was only the guardian of mysteries, not the master. Nevertheless, an anomalous event had forced him into a different domain of thought.

			He had been searching for an important relic, a xel’naga artifact. He’d found it near a single human settlement. But at the same time he had also encountered a human child as well. The creature had demonstrated a startling amount of innocence and wonder, traits that had not been evident in any of the confrontational encounters of protoss experience.

			But if that one immature human was capable, what did that suggest about all of them?

			Lassatar was well aware that humans had not yet achieved sentience, not even the illusion of it. On the scale of self-awareness, humans were barely above insects. They were owned by the physicality of their beings, controlled by their brain chemistry, driven by their own hormonal storms, victims of the circumstances into which they were thrown by birth. They were dazzled by stimuli and functioned as creatures of reaction—simple and predictable organic machines. That their brains had evolved toward the capability of rationalization was an accident of evolution—a process still ongoing.

			But the encounter with the small female and her father, who had been transformed from a violent being into a loving and compassionate protector, had left him puzzled and curious.

			Compassion and empathy were acknowledgments of the self-ness of others, a key component of sentience, the ability to recognize the existence of consciousness outside one’s own being. A small first step, but perhaps the most necessary one. Seeing this potential demonstrated in a human—it demanded investigation. And the next question too. Why did this capacity diminish with age in humans? Why didn’t it mature with the individual? Was this the source of the species’ failure to achieve true sentience?

			Lassatar gave the question to his acolytes while he considered the nature of the xel’naga artifact. Little was known about it, and there might be some significant risk in reactivating it. This was not a task to be undertaken lightly.

			So he told his acolytes to consider the nature of self-awareness and sentience. Consider the questions of compassion, recognition of the self-ness of others. Consider the nature of awareness as a function of time-binding and how memory creates history, history creates identity, and identity creates the survival drive.

			What kind of consciousness results, he asked his acolytes, if a species is uplifted? He did not specify which species he was thinking of, and he was careful to remind them of their limits. The job of the guardian was to protect, not to apply. Yes, research was part of the job, but not direct experimentation.

			Even so, the acolytes questioned, wasn’t experimentation part of the process of research? That was a wholly different matter and one that Lassatar was not yet willing to pursue. It required more consideration than he wanted to give at this moment. The xel’naga artifact required his attention first.

			So he left them with the single mandate to consider in depth the essential dilemmas of sentience, confident that such an inquiry would keep them busy and out of trouble. Perhaps he should have been more specific in his mandate.

			He took himself and the xel’naga artifact to a remote and barren asteroid and quietly, patiently, methodically considered its history, its nature, and why it had been deliberately hidden by the ancient race. When he finally felt he understood, he reactivated the artifact.

			And discovered—

			What he discovered . . . left him disturbed.

			Not for what it was, but for what it could be. It was not simply the power that the xel’naga artifact unleashed; it was the implications of that power. Could he, should he, would he, reveal what he had discovered?

			This was not a question he could resolve on his own, but neither was it an inquiry he could share with any other protoss. He was riding a conundrum that could consume him. He did not see any possibility except self-exile.

			He returned from his retreat to inform his acolytes that they would have to disband, only to discover they had disappeared. That was the first time he used the power of the xel’naga artifact.

			He used it to follow their psionic trail here . . .

			What he found distressed him. Then he was horrified. Then he was saddened.

			And if he had been capable of panic, he would have experienced that too.

			His acolytes had taken his inquiry and pursued it to the point of madness. If it was possible to alter the genetic structure of a species to change its behavior, could they modify the zerg into something less dangerous?

			Here, separated from the body of protoss thought, away from the eyes of protoss authority, Lassatar’s acolytes had quietly and methodically experimented with the biology of the zerg. They had justified their actions to themselves by deciding that they were simply testing a theory so they could report on its usefulness. But there was an arrogant pride in their work as well. They had felt that having evidence of a successful effort would shift not only the conversation about the zerg but the entire methodology of combat as well. Driven by ambition, his acolytes had believed they would ascend to higher levels.

			If only they had survived.

			The presence of the human complicated the situation even further.

			Lassatar’s acolytes had selected this world for the same reason as the human. It was so far removed from the frontiers of the Koprulu sector, it had been extremely unlikely that their presence here would be detected. All the more ironic, then, that the human had found the evidence of their experiments.

			It had to be an accident.

			If humans were investigating his acolytes’ experiments on this world, then they would have sent more than a single explorer.

			So it had to be an unfortunate accident.

			He did not see this human as a threat; therefore, there was no need to act against it. But perhaps . . .

			Lassatar had to leave the rest of the thought unfinished. He couldn’t see all the possibilities of the situation. Not yet. There were too many unknowns. And he still hadn’t solved the problem of the xel’naga artifact.

			The entire process of thought—the content as well as the context—flashed through his mind in less time than it took to zap the micro-spies out of existence. So by the time the human raised its hand and said, “Uh, hi,” Lassatar had already decided to let it live.

			Like all protoss, he took no pleasure in the wanton destruction of life. It was wasteful. Allowing the human to continue would be an access to additional opportunities. Killing it would eliminate that option.

			So he faded backward into darkness, disappearing from the vision of the human.

			• • •

			“Well, that was weird,” Jake said. He shook his head in puzzlement. Not knowing what else to do, he checked his heads-up display.

			His displays were all green, but there was the slightest bit of hash in the background. Static. Noise. Something. Maybe just contextual radiation. He couldn’t tell. He’d seen worse. It could even be the residual noise of the system itself.

			Or maybe not.

			Jake didn’t have enough experience with this world, and he hadn’t invested any real amount of emotional energy yet. He could still leave. Maybe he should. Something had ripped apart those stalkers and immortals. And there was only one species he knew that would attack a protoss . . . and was capable of inflicting real damage.

			If any of those things were here on this world, he had to leave. They were antithetical to all life-forms except their own.

			Unless . . . what if they had been here, and the protoss had already destroyed them? No, that was wishful thinking. The obvious fragments of debris in the chamber were pieces of protoss armor. Jake didn’t see any pieces of the attackers. Whoever or whatever had ripped the protoss apart had attacked without warning and overwhelmed them completely. There were scratches on the walls and floor of the chamber, and on some of the metal pieces as well, but they were unidentifiable.

			And for that matter, what had made that chamber? Some kind of blast effect? He didn’t know. He wasn’t an expert on protoss technology. And the other guys? They were even more mysterious to Jake.

			No, he needed to focus on the more immediate question. Why was he still alive?

			But if that sinister-looking protoss didn’t want to kill him, then why had it destroyed his micro-spies? What kind of threat did they represent? Heat? Noise? Radiation? The smell of fuel? Wireless signals? Those Umojan devices were smaller than mosquitoes. Their impact on the local environment should have been undetectable. Well, at least insignificant.

			Should have been.

			Maybe he was missing something . . . ?

			If the micro-spies were somehow detectable, then suddenly the reason the protoss had destroyed them was inescapable. It was about keeping them from attracting something else. Something very ugly.

			“Crap.”

			Jake frowned and shook his head and considered his options. He had picked this system specifically because he wanted to be alone. This world was so far out beyond the frontier, it had been unthinkable that he would encounter either protoss or zerg. It should’ve been a safe haven.

			“Ha!” he said. “Look how that worked out.” He’d found a planet with both.

			Part of him wanted to flee. Indeed, he could make a strong argument for just that course of action. He should head back to his vulture, power it up, turn it to face the entrance to the tunnel—regardless of the superstorm outside—and take the first opportunity to launch.

			And even if there was no first opportunity, he could still launch at the first rattle of claws in the darkness. Yes, he had other weaponry in the vulture, but he’d seen what the zerg had done to the far superior technology of the protoss. For Jake, a quick launch would be the safest and most practical option. But retreating to the vulture also meant sitting alone in the dark, waiting in growing terror. And that didn’t sit right with him. The paradoxical thing about cowardice, Jake realized, was that it required you to take courageous action to avoid the awful consequences you most feared.

			Instead of retreating, he had to advance, following the mysterious protoss. He didn’t know much about the protoss, only the obvious things reported in the news. But he thought he recognized this one as a dark templar.

			Despite some known incidents of conflict, humans and protoss were not at war with each other, and in fact had even been known to cooperate on some occasions. As far as Jake knew, the relationship was tenuous and uncertain—neither allies nor enemies, but sometimes associates of convenience. He wondered if that was the circumstance here.

			He picked his way carefully across the spherical chamber that interrupted the lava tube. As near as he could guess, some kind of blast had created the space. Large pieces of volcanic rock made for uneven stepping-stones, but the walls themselves looked fused. Whatever had happened here, nothing had survived. That explained the pieces of protoss technology. Had they been sacrificed? Or had the zerg used some of their biological suicide bombers here—banelings? Exploding bugs. That was more likely and probably the case. The size of the chamber gave Jake a pretty good idea of the power of the blast. And the way the rocks were scoured—almost melted—and those little smoldering pools here and there were a certain sign of baneling acid. It wasn’t a good idea to fire on a baneling, but if you didn’t fire, the consequences would be worse. Not great odds either way.

			On the other side of the blast radius, where the lava tube resumed, there was no sign of the dark templar. It had retreated far up the tunnel. Jake didn’t hear any sounds of battle. It was a safe assumption that he could proceed. He wished he could launch more micro-spies, but there had to be a reason for their destruction, and he wasn’t going to test it further.

			Moving up the tunnel, with only his flashlight stabbing through the pressing darkness, he began to feel the weight of the mountain all around him. The walls seemed closer and tighter here. He’d been hoping that the lava tube ended in a blank wall of rock, but clearly that was not going to be the case. There had to be something more at the head of it.

			And where had the dark templar gone? That was another thing. Jake had heard that dark templar could cloak themselves like ghosts and go invisible, leaving nothing more than a vague hint of a flicker in the air. He didn’t know if that was true, but if it was, the protoss could be right behind him, and he wouldn’t know. That was not a comforting thought.

			• • •

			Lassatar had his own issues to ponder.

			The primary purpose of life was to survive. And most life survived by eating other life. The zerg were the most pernicious and hungry life-forms the protoss had ever encountered. They had come to the Koprulu sector specifically to destroy the protoss. And now, as the Swarm continued to expand throughout the sector, the situation was approaching the tipping point.

			The danger was inherent in the zerg genome. It existed by taking other life-forms into itself, assimilating their strengths. This was how the Queen of Blades had been created. And the result was an even stronger and more dangerous zerg hive mind—one that was now recognized as the most critical threat in recent protoss history.

			The pervasive control of the Queen of Blades extended throughout all zerg infestations. This made it perilous to isolate and study any form of the zerg biology. In fact, any attempt to study the zerg would alert her to the activity. She sometimes manipulated or thwarted experiments, and she had often attempted to subvert the experimenters.

			And apparently, distance was not a limiting factor.

			This colony here . . . it had to be obliterated.

			But something strange was happening. His acolytes had accomplished something. Lassatar had to discover the truth of it, because somewhere else the Queen of Blades was certainly already pondering the same possibilities.

			Lassatar prowled the tunnels and caves within the volcano. What he’d found were the remains of his acolytes’ control mechanisms and defenses. They’d been overwhelmed by the ferocity of their own experiment.

			The evidence suggested they’d been surprised by a cluster of banelings. The banelings alone would not have been enough to destroy his machines out in the open, but in the enclosed space of the mountain, with the blast contained, and with the resultant tumble of rocks onto the stalkers and immortals, all had been lost.

			The colony had to be destroyed before it could metastasize—but Lassatar hesitated. He needed to know what his acolytes had done to the zerg genome. Despite the danger that the colony might grow and spread while he delayed, it was critically important that he understand the underlying nature of these new creatures and the threat they posed.

			As long as the colony showed no signs of expansion—a curious factor in itself—Lassatar felt he still had time to observe. But also, he had not yet decided the most effective way to accomplish the task of obliteration. Perhaps he could apply the power of the xel’naga artifact, but he feared its power even more than he feared the threat of the zerg colony here.

			He had other technology at his command, of course, but nothing sufficient. Instead, he would have to apply leverage to the larger forces inherent in the situation. If he could awaken the volcano somehow, triggering a massive explosion, it would collapse the entire volcanic cone onto the nest. That would provide certainty.

			The arrival of the human was a minor matter.

			• • •

			Jake continued climbing up through the lava tube, slowly and methodically. If he did not reach the top of it in the next thirty minutes, he would turn and head back down. If the storm had subsided enough, he would leave. Not just the volcano, not just the island, but the whole planet.

			He stopped. He listened. Nothing. He could hear his own breathing. He could feel his own heartbeat. He imagined he could even hear the sound of his own blood rushing through his veins. Nothing else. He felt as alone as it was possible for a human being to be.

			And then . . . his foot brushed against something. Something that wasn’t rock.

			Jake looked down.

			“Oh—creep.”

			Not a lot. Just a tendril. But recognizably the fetid biomass that nurtured zerg and poisoned everything else. Within, a network of neural connections reaching all the way back to whatever passed for a mind. Or maybe even some vast psionic network, he didn’t know. But he did know that even nudging the creep with his toe, he had just announced his presence to the zerg. All of them. Near, far, wherever.

			That decided it.

			Retreat. That was his only option.

			As fast as he could. He might survive.

			The thought hadn’t finished forming, and he was already in motion. He jumped back, half turning, already running, stumbling down the lava tube. His footing was uneven, and he slipped and skidded on the polished obsidian surfaces.

			His flashlight swerved wildly. His heart raced as the adrenaline coursed through his system. He fell once and went sliding down a particularly steep incline, swerving and turning around as he tried to catch himself, headfirst for a moment. Then, still spinning around, he slammed against a wall and caught himself somehow as the lava tube leveled off briefly.

			Out of breath, succumbing to panic, he still managed to right himself. He rolled onto his stomach, his knees, climbed to his feet, pointed himself downward again, and kept on running.

			He told himself he might make it. I think I can, I think I can—an old mantra echoed in his head.

			And then he arrived at—“Oh, crap!”—the chamber of rubble. He’d have to pick his way carefully across this. Whatever head start he might have had would evaporate in a moment.

			He didn’t stop to think about it, just leapt down onto the first lava rock and kept going. He grabbed at a broken stalker leg and pulled himself up to the next rock, leapt across to another, kicked past a piece of golden shell from an immortal, climbed up to the next boulder. He was halfway across when he heard the first sounds—sharp skittering noises of claws on rock, of something scratching and scrabbling down an echoing glassy tube. A lot of somethings. Jake wasn’t experienced enough to identify what might be rattling after him. He just knew they were very bad news. His heads-up display showed a growing series of red dots on his six.

			Ahead, that last climb up to the lower half of the lava tube. He wasn’t going to make it. He turned to face the entrance to the upper part of the tube, unshouldered his weapon, and set the target-lock zone to just a little wider than the opening. If his ammo held out, if there weren’t too many of them, if he could drive them back for a moment, if he held his tongue just right on the seventeenth Thursday in a leap year with a full moon at the zenith, and if he sacrificed a goat at midnight . . . then maybe he could make it to the lower half of the lava tube. And his vulture. The superstorm be damned. He’d rather be buffeted by three-hundred-kilometer-per-hour winds than be sliced apart by skittering insects the size of wolfhounds.

			The first three zerglings screeched out of the tunnel above him almost before he was ready. What saved him was his wild firing without aiming. The creatures leapt right into his swerving line of fire, but it wasn’t enough. He launched his first incendiary grenade. Flying metal slugs, scarlet blooms of fire, and ear-shattering noise! The chamber reflected all the sound right back at him, catching him—and the zerglings—by surprise. Things splattered in all directions. Clouds of burning dust flickered in the dark.

			That was lucky!

			Jake steadied his footing against the next attack. This time he aimed the AGR-14 directly into the tube, focusing his shots deep upward, spacing them in a steady beat, all the time watching the ammunition count on his heads-up display. He was okay for the moment, and he had two more ammo belts. How many zerglings could he kill? Would it be enough? Or would they ultimately overwhelm him?

			Three more! Six! Shrieking with unholy noises, claws scraping and scrabbling against the glassy rock. Another grenade! He splattered them into flaming bits. The sound of the explosions was hideously loud. The fire was bright and dazzling against the larger darkness of the chamber. The dust grew thicker and flickered with sparks.

			But all those hours in the simulators hadn’t been wasted. He’d played solo; he’d played with and against AI; he’d played on teams. He’d done it for the vicarious adventure, never thinking he’d one day be confronting real zerglings, and here came more of them! Too many! Screeching like nightmares!

			Jake lost count. He fired blindly into the mass, brightly shattering the last one half a meter from where he stood. He wouldn’t survive the next time—

			Did he have time to scramble up to the entrance of the tube? He glanced up and back . . . and almost missed the next zergling rush. No, he didn’t have time. Three, four, six more. Another incendiary grenade. He splattered them quickly, loudly. He was getting the hang of this now. But he was running out of ammo. This was not going to end well. He could smell it—the stink of fire and something worse, the fetid smell of charred and burning monsters, the stench of all the separate odors of internal alien biology overlaid with death and char and things he couldn’t identify. And it was getting harder to see in the thickening flickering air.

			Jake had an idea—a desperate last one. Maybe he could block the entrance to the upper half of the lava tube. Could he collapse it without bringing down a shower of boulders on his own head? He had three grenades left. Could they do the job? Only one way to find out. He just needed a few seconds—

			Sixteen zerglings later, the noise of his fire was still echoing up and down the lava tube, and stinking and smoldering bits of flesh still splattered and burned against the walls. He realized he wasn’t going to have those few seconds.

			“Crap!”

			Not unless he did something else.

			He aimed deep up into the tunnel and let loose a barrage of blistering fire. The tracers streaked up through the darkness, leaving red and yellow streamers of light. Distant shrieks came rattling back to him. Clouds of dust and small avalanches of pebbles and zerglings’ body parts came pouring out of the tunnel.

			He might have time. He had to flip the protective cover off this switch, arm that one—too many controls, why hadn’t he installed just the one button?—oh, yeah, safety. He’d have to rethink that decision. Later. There, it was done! And just in time! He aimed up the tunnel, at its roof, and fired. Once, twice—

			The grenades arced up the tunnel, disappearing into darkness, screeching into ultrasound, and then—

			The blast came hammering back down, a wall of chest-slamming noise, knocking Jake backward against the wall of the chamber. A short sharp shock, followed by a rumbling, quaking, uneasy rattling of something deep, and then the first few boulders came tumbling down out of the lava tube, a small avalanche of rubble. Enough to bury the last few pieces of immortals and stalkers. Enough to raise the floor of the chamber. Enough to make Jake’s ears pop from the change in pressure.

			“Shoulda thought of that in the first place.” He nodded, satisfied. He took a heavy breath, a second, a third. Amazed that he was still alive, amazed at his own presence of mind, he gasped aloud, still in battle-shock. There was something about these zerglings. They didn’t resemble the ones in the simulator. They were— Jake shook his head; he’d have to let the computers work on this one. He listened to his heart pounding in his chest and thought, I should stop for a minute. I need to rest—

			He glanced around the chamber, the swirling dust, the flickering sparks, the splatters of burning biology; he couldn’t think of the zerglings as flesh or meat or even insects. They were . . . just bits of disgusting fetid-smelling stuff. It depressed him. The universe was supposed to be a place of wonder and marvels. This was . . . Hell. The fire underground. Eternal damnation.

			Jake caught himself short. “Okay, stop. Enough of this angst. Time to get the fekk out of here.” He turned to the uneven slope of rock between him and the lower half of the lava tube and began climbing. He was halfway up when he heard the sounds.

			“Oh, crap. Come on! Give me a break!” He shouted it to no one in particular, just the universe at large. Fate. Destiny. Whatever. “Stop with the perverse practical jokes already.”

			He scrambled up to the next rocky ledge, still two meters short of his goal. He turned to face the opposite side of the chamber.

			“Oh, crap—”

			The whole wall was shaking. Something was digging from the other side, something large. Something very large. He could hear the noise of its claws scraping hard against the rock. This was something else.

			Jake’s heads-up display showed an area of disturbance larger than the locus of destruction for any weapon he had. Translation: Whatever it is, you’re outnumbered.

			“This is not fun,” Jake shouted at the universe. “I’ve had fun. This isn’t it.”

			Still, he adjusted the targeting of his weapon to a much narrower circle of fire. Maybe he could injure the damn thing. Or maybe it had a vulnerable spot—not likely, but he could hope—and if he could find it, who knows? He might even kill it.

			The opposite wall was shaking now, dust rising from its surface, small rocks falling away, cracks opening up, and larger rocks crackling and tumbling. He steadied himself against the dark wall behind him, anchoring his stance. He had maybe one good shot. He kept his flashlight centered—

			Something broke through, a dark swinging blade like a giant machete! Then another, swinging back from the other side! Rocks fell away, crashing into darkness. The thing was enormous! Too big to be real! What the hell was he looking at?

			Where to aim? The mouth? The eyes? The thing was swinging its head back and forth, swinging two huge scythelike bones. If there was a mouth there, he couldn’t see it. Maybe take out one of its knees, and it would tumble forward and down? Oh, hell, just fire already—

			But before he could even squeeze the trigger, something exploded behind his eyes, between his ears, inside his head: the backwash of a psionic blast, blinding, deafening, searing, screaming inside him in a thousand colors and shapes and smells and sounds and cold fire blazing outward—beautiful and painful and delicious and hideous all at the same time—

			Standing in front of him, the dark templar, arms outstretched, crackling fire leaping from its four-fingered hands, lightning flickering across the volcanic chamber, echoing, screeching, violently burning and charring and splattering the staggering beast on the opposite wall. It screeched and writhed in hideous agony.

			Jake stared, astonished.

			At last, the thing stumbled forward, tumbled forward, fell headfirst into the rocks beneath, thudding like an avalanche of crusty flesh. The overwhelming stench of it roiled and scourged. It would have been an ultralisk . . . if it hadn’t been mutated into something even larger and more ferocious.

			“Holy crap,” said Jake. “Holy, holy crap.”

			The protoss stood motionless before the giant dead thing, watching it collapse in upon itself. Flickers of blue lightning danced across its back, finally evaporating, leaving only smoke and dust and rubble. Pebbles continued to spatter down from the roof of the chamber. Jake looked up, his flashlight probing for a possible collapse.

			But no, the chamber held.

			Jake shook himself. His head hurt. His whole body ached. He felt shattered and shaken in the aftermath of the psionic blast.

			“Holy, holy, holy . . .” He caught his breath and finally said, “. . . crap. I must be the first human to see something like this. The first human to survive it, anyway. That must be some of that psionic stuff the protoss do. That’s just . . . something else.”

			Already he was wondering if he would experience even more sensitivity to psionic noise than he did before. He hoped not. Or maybe he’d be lucky, and his proximity to the blast would have overloaded and burned out the little bit of psionic sensitivity that he had. Many humans had flashes of ability. Few had enough ability to be trained as ghosts. And Jake was now glad he wasn’t one of them. He felt drained just standing where he was.

			“Okay, Jake,” he told himself. “Time to get out of here.” He turned back to the protoss, lifted his hand in a farewell wave, and—

			—brought his weapon up sharply and fired! At the wave of things spreading out across the opposite wall. He swept his fire across the center of the wave. His last grenade triggered a small avalanche, and the rocky wall collapsed upon itself, burying all the skittering zerglings under a shelf of rock and dust and burning embers.

			Why hadn’t the protoss seen them, blasted them? Did a protoss need cooldown time? Did it have to recharge itself? If so, then psionics weren’t the all-purpose weapon everybody believed. That was interesting. Not that Jake had anybody to tell.

			The dark templar turned to Jake, lifted a hand in either thanks or farewell—Jake couldn’t tell. But he understood the underlying meaning well enough. Time to get out of here, time to go! The dark templar faded from sight, and Jake scrambled up the last few rocks to the lower half of the lava tube. He scrambled down to his vulture, pulled himself onto the seat, lowered the forward canopy into position, and began backing away toward the entrance to the tube.

			Outside, the storm still roared, but Jake’s display showed that it was only the edge of the storm now. The center of it was far to the north. The superstorm was only brushing the island, not scouring it. The winds were still high, higher than Jake would have preferred, but the vulture reported it could navigate its way back to camp. Confidence wasn’t high, but high enough. Jake gunned the engine.

			All the way back, his thoughts tumbled one on top of the other. Opportunities, circumstances, situations, choices, difficulties, decisions—loading up and getting out seemed the best idea. But something held him back. The protoss had saved his life. There was no reason it should have, none that Jake could imagine.

			But Jake had saved the dark templar’s life too. So the debt was repaid.

			Wasn’t it?

			Why had the dark templar shown up when it had? Why had it destroyed that . . . that bizarre mutated ultralisk?

			Why had the protoss shown up at all?

			Jake raced through the darkening night, screaming in frustration inside his head. Crap! That damn thing wants something from me! And by the time he reached camp, he knew exactly what.

			• • •

			Lassatar stood for a moment, immobilized by what he had done. Drained. Empty. Vulnerable.

			He’d used the power of the xel’naga artifact. Or perhaps the xel’naga artifact had used him: he wasn’t certain.

			But he understood it now.

			The xel’naga artifact was a psionic lens. And something more. Something terrifying. As a lens, the xel’naga artifact amplified and focused the psionic powers of whoever wielded it. But more than that, the xel’naga artifact linked itself to the bearer so that even if he had no powers of his own, he had the psionic power of the xel’naga artifact at his command.

			In that moment of attack, Lassatar had as much psionic power at his disposal as an archon. Perhaps even more than an archon. The xel’naga artifact tapped into enormous energy fields, but to control those fields required all the energy of the bearer. The artifact had sucked away all of his strength and energy and used them to modify its own psionic abilities, focusing, aiming, and blasting the zerg attackers into the heart of a psionic firestorm.

			What would be possible if this artifact was in the hands of one who was even more powerful in the psionic arts—an archon, perhaps?

			And beyond that, the discovery that vast psionic fields could be tapped and focused and applied, even by those who had no psionic powers—what would that knowledge do to the protoss as a race?

			As a guardian of past mysteries, Lassatar had to ask himself, whom was he protecting these relics from? Whom was he protecting them for?

			He could not answer that question. Not here, not now.

			It was necessary to deal with this situation first. And the xel’naga artifact was a part of it. The ancient relic not only expanded the power to act; it also expanded the power to see.

			His understanding of this impossible zerg colony had been expanded with a sudden disturbing impact. What had not been evident in the smaller life-forms—the banelings and the zerg­lings—was terrifyingly obvious in the gigantic mutated ultra­lisk that had come pushing down the tunnel.

			His acolytes had created zerg with identities.

			Now he understood what his acolytes had done. And why. Could the Queen of Blades be subverted? This was the laboratory for their test. They had psionically isolated the mountain. The Queen of Blades did not know this colony was here. This colony did not know there were any other zerg. They were alone and terrified. The isolation field kept them mind-trapped in an agoraphobic nightmare.

			That was why they’d failed. The terror was the error.

			When individual creatures develop identity, they also develop a need to continue that identity—a need to survive. The greater the sense of individuality, the greater the imperative for survival. The greater the need for individual survival, the less control the Queen of Blades would have over the particles of its dominion.

			This experiment—by isolating the colony, the acolytes had changed the internal balance of the species dramatically. Whatever else they were trying to do, they had already succeeded . . . and failed.

			The zerg did not retreat. Even in defeat, they made their enemies pay for every meter of advance with blood. But if and when the individual members of a nest could see they had no chance at surviving an assault, they would recognize the end of identity. Now separated into individuals, with each zerg creature experiencing its own specific self-awareness, the colony would be fractured. Would all the different zerg-things recognize their imminent destruction? Would they hesitate? Would they panic? Would they flee?

			That seemed a logical conclusion.

			But the acolytes had lacked the experience to see how that premise was too simple. They had assumed that creating identities within the zerg would infect them with cowardice.

			It was an understandable error.

			An easy error to make without deeper thought. The error was only obvious in retrospect, but Lassatar’s underlings, the architects of this horror, had died for their presumption.

			They had not finished thinking it through. Emotions are biological in nature—a visceral reaction to intellectual processes. Fear comes from the perception of danger. Some fears are based on immediate circumstances; other fears have less basis, coming instead from an emotional consideration of still-forming possibilities.

			The lower end of the emotional spectrum—grief, fear, hostility—was a vast symphony of interrelated moments. The upper end of the spectrum—joy—was a much narrower range. The experimenters had not considered that the zerg were capable of experiencing any of the positive feelings. As mindless as ants, they would have no evolutionary need for joy. And so Lassatar’s acolytes had not addressed that possibility in their hypotheses.

			Lassatar could have warned them. He’d seen it clearly in the humans he’d encountered. Because joy was so rare in their lives, it was extremely precious to them. So they sought it any way they could.

			He’d seen it in the encounter when he’d found the xel’naga artifact and met the little girl; there had been a human reaper there as well. The little girl had found joy in family, whereas the reaper had taken joy in killing. It was the only joy the reaper had known or understood.

			These zerg here, they didn’t know how to take joy in family. Instead, they had learned to take joy in assault. They would enjoy attacking; they would even enjoy dying in an attack. This would make them even more ferocious, vastly more dangerous in ways still unrealized. What other unintended consequences were yet to be discovered?

			For a moment, Lassatar considered the possibility that the experimenters might have succeeded in ways they had not envisioned. Perhaps the nature of identity was such that its further development might trigger schisms within the zerg Swarm, like the civil war that had occurred when the Queen of Blades had challenged the cerebrates. But the Queen of Blades had overwhelmed the cerebrates, and the zerg had become even more dangerous. What if these things overwhelmed the Queen of Blades, and the zerg became even more deadly?

			He couldn’t take the risk of finding out. He could not let this colony grow. If these creatures reached critical mass, they would spill out beyond the limits of the psionic isolation of the mountain. And if that happened, they would spread beyond this world—

			Lassatar had to recognize that he did not have the resources to destroy this nest.

			But the human did. Lassatar could use him.

			Many humans had a primitive form of psionic ability, a rough animalistic quality that they understood as feelings without evidence—hunches, forebodings, and unexplainable moments of non-causality. Some rare humans had more powerful abilities, enough to be recognizable, controllable, even trainable. The humans had even established an academy for training their psionic warriors, whom they called ghosts.

			This human had the rudimentary psionic ability of the rest of the species. But just as the xel’naga artifact had temporarily made it possible for Lassatar to have the powers of an archon, so had the device awakened and expanded this human’s potential as a psionic receiver.

			The human wouldn’t hear it as communication, no, but the human would experience it, and that should be enough.

			It had been a simple matter for Lassatar to overlay the psionic blast from the xel’naga artifact with the imagery of an exploding volcano. The zerg would fear it.

			The human would experience it another way.

			• • •

			Jake didn’t know how he knew, but he knew.

			As if he had walked every meter of the mountain himself, he knew every tube and tunnel and chamber. As if he had plugged directly into the psionic creep himself, he knew where every tendril reached and spread. As if he had become some kind of organic biocomputer, he understood exactly what would be needed to trigger this volcano and destroy this nest. As if he had suddenly stepped out of his own life and were looking down on himself from above, like some kind of meta-god, he knew exactly what had happened.

			“Damn that protoss!” he said. “That uninvited, mind-meddling, gilded son of a coat hook!” He slammed the controls on the vulture, bringing it skidding down toward the hangar of his puddle jumper. “Well, I don’t have to—” But even before he finished the thought, he knew he was wrong.

			“Crap,” he said.

			Whatever thoughts or feelings or images had been slammed into his brain, the imperative was too strong. He did have to. And he knew it. Not as knowledge, but as a way of being. It was as if he had become a whole other kind of person. He couldn’t leave this world until he had destroyed the zerg . . . or died in the effort.

			“All I wanted was a little peace and quiet!” he shouted at the sky, at the last shreds of the scouring storm. “Is that too much to ask for?” He raised both his arms; he shook his fists. “Protoss! Superstorms! Giant zerg things? Infested volcanoes? Okay, I get it! The karmic chicken always comes home to roost! But isn’t this overkill?”

			In reply, lightning crackled loudly overhead. So close, it staggered him, nearly knocking him to the ground.

			“Okay, okay, I get it,” Jake said, straightening up again. “I don’t get an opinion.”

			Inside his puddle jumper, his base of operations, he powered up the main display and established a link to the colony ship. This was going to take some time. He had a lot to calculate. How much he would need and where to put it for maximum effect. The colony ship had been equipped with everything necessary to start a self-sufficient mining colony. It was loaded with some very powerful machines, including some serious explosives. Not quite enough, but a good start . . .

			Jake already had a pretty good geologic survey from his own probes, but it wasn’t good enough—not until he augmented it with the superknowledge the protoss had given him.

			The scouring superstorms had weakened the windward side of the cone, and the mountain trembled a little bit more under each onslaught. Parts of the cone were weak. Here, here, and here—just above the tree line on the northwest side, there were seven lava tubes, each pointing toward the sleeping core of the volcano. He could drop cargo pods of mining supplies from the colony ship and then jury-rig probes with the explosives from those supplies. If he could collapse all the lava tubes simultaneously, he should be able to bring down that side of the mountain and trigger the fall of the caldera.

			He ran some scenarios. Some worked, but not as well as he wanted. He ran more. He began to see the scale of the problem. He was trying to blow up a mountain. The mountain wanted to blow up, but it wasn’t ready to blow up. He had to make it ready. That would require a lot of energy.

			That was the part he didn’t like. “Damn that protoss! Damn its eyes!” Jake growled. “What right does it have to put stuff into my head anyway? I didn’t put anything into its head; all I did was say hi! What is that? An invitation to be mind-raped?”

			On the other hand, he did have to admit, it was fun looking for ways to kill zerg. Almost joyous. Every time a simulation collapsed the volcano, he laughed out loud. “Ha! If I could do this in real life, I’d wet my shorts!

			“All right,” he said to himself. “Let’s see just how big a bang I can make here!” His hands moved across the display; his fingers danced across the keyboard; he snapped out commands in an almost frenzied haste. “I’ve never made love to a volcano before: this is just foreplay. But when I’m done, it’s gonna be the best damn bang of all!”

			Jake was well aware that he was possessed—owned—by this single-minded drive. He had no choice in the matter. But the more he worked, the more the feelings of satisfaction, pleasure, even ecstasy, rose up in him. Even if he could have stopped, he didn’t want to anymore. He was enjoying this too much.

			The problem was that whatever technology he employed, the zerg might seek it out and destroy it. So that had to be part of the plan too—timing the assault with more resources than they could find in time.

			Hmm . . .

			Yes.

			Decoys. He’d have to put down decoys to distract the zerg. He’d want them all as close to the target zone as possible, but away from the triggering mechanisms.

			Right. Now he had to look at his resources again, how to apply them. He ran more simulations, more scenarios. He could do some serious damage to Mauna Koala, as he was starting to think of the mountain, but in only 54 percent of the simulations did he trigger the kind of massive explosion he was seeking. That wasn’t enough. He needed to obliterate the entire island, nothing less.

			If the island survived, if even one seed of the zerg biology survived . . . the entire effort would have been wasted.

			He ran more scenarios, feeling both frustrated and joyous. The work was fun; each run-through brought him closer to a solution, but the slow progress annoyed him, defied the imperative that drove him, made him angry with impatience. “Dammit, Mr. Dark Templar,” Jake said to the unseen protoss. “If you could give me the problem, why couldn’t you also give me the solution?”

			There was a way to do it. In his mind, Jake called it Operation Overkill. It would work, but it would cost him most of his resources. The colony ship had nine cargo pods loaded with carefully packaged crates of explosives, as well as mining robots known as mobile utility lunar excavators. He’d have to bring down all of them, at least one for each vulnerable tunnel. It would take him at least a day to secure the explosives to the probes and maybe another day to place each one in a lava tube. He’d have to send other probes up ahead to make lots of noise in each channel. If he worked straight through without sleeping—

			It might work. It had to work. As soon as he had a clear idea in mind, he sent a signal to the colony ship to drop all nine of those pods. The closest launch window was just over the horizon. The pods would be here in two hours. He’d have to go to work on them immediately, but it was doable. He’d have to reconfigure the probes, adjust the power-to-weight ratios for the additional mass of the explosives, and synchronize the detonators to a multiband signal.

			The geological surveys revealed that the mountain had several deep cracks from water erosion, quakes, and ancient eruptions. Jake could drive the MULEs into those chambers to shoot liquid explosives down those cracks, all the way to the core. Then he could detonate everything at once.

			If it worked, if everything went off as planned, the caldera would collapse in upon itself, the northwest wall would shear away from the side of the volcano’s cone, and the whole mountain would explode outward. The force released by the blast would shatter the rest of the cone and cause it to fall in upon itself in a secondary collapse. And if the underlying magma was sufficiently roiled, the whole island could disappear in a ball of fire. Jake would have to observe from some distance away.

			Like, from orbit.

			Although maybe . . .

			The smallest island in the chain was still more than big enough for him. And it was three hundred kilometers north and west of the blast zone. Once the zerg were gone, he might be able to stay there in peace.

			He ran more scenarios, looking for optimal clusters of action patterns. It soon became obvious that there were a lot of small variations on a theme, but all of them were still variations on Operation Overkill.

			Jake sighed. “Crap. There is no easier way. There is no better way.”

			He began to issue the necessary orders.

			“I hope that damn protoss is smart enough to get out of the way. I’m not going looking for him.”

			• • •

			Lassatar became aware of the human’s plan as soon as the first cargo pod dropped in. By the time Jake had driven the first MULEs into the tunnels, he understood exactly how the human planned to act and had safely removed himself from the volcano, leaving behind just enough pieces of protoss technology to keep some of the zerg occupied. The human needed them to be distracted.

			There was something more he had to do as well. The zerg would feel the vibrations; they would investigate what was happening. As soon as the zerg colony discovered mining robots pumping liquid explosives into the crevices, it would attack them.

			But these zerg—infected with identity—when they realized the scale of Jake’s activity, it would unnerve them, it would disturb the entire colony. There was no way to predict how individuals would react. Some of them might panic, sensing the possibility of personal danger. They might flee. Lassatar knew he had to keep them all inside the volcano if the human’s plan was to work.

			So he waited. And listened for their emotions. When the zerg sensed the danger, they would fear. When he felt their fear, he would act—

			• • •

			And then, at last, it began.

			One zergling discovered a MULE pumping liquid explosive into a deep crack in the volcanic surface. It screamed; it leapt and writhed in agony as the volatile acidic fluid penetrated its carapace. Another hesitated as an explosive-carrying probe maneuvered itself up a lava tube; it backed away from the unfamiliar presence. A third encountered a large package that ticked ominously; struck with uncharacteristic curiosity, the creature carried it down deeper into the nest for further examination.

			One after another, separate zerglings returned to the creep, and as they pooled their experiences, all of their separate encounters with unknown pieces of human technology, the cumulative effect was uncertainty, then anxiety, then the first disturbing feelings of an emotion previously unknown to the colony—upsetting in individuals, but overwhelming when magnified through the collective. Even those zerg that had not experienced a direct contact became frightened by the collective unease of their fellows.

			The panic began. Some zerglings froze, paralyzed. Others fled for deeper tunnels, while still more searched for escape upward. Most massed for counterassault. But against whom?

			And then the other pounding began. Inside their racing brains, inside their chitinous shells, inside their pumping flesh, inside them all, a steady hammering of confusion and light that staggered them where they stood. Some collapsed; some froze; some shuddered in paralysis. Banelings felt it as impact and exploded in place. The heart of the colony was caught in a massive seizure. The full power of the xel’naga artifact had been unleashed.

			And then it got worse. The pounding grew louder, became a slamming of psionic force. The tendrils of creep everywhere in the mountain recoiled from the rock. The zerg colony was caught in the center of a maelstrom of fear. It experienced something no other zerg colony had ever experienced before: overwhelming terror! Every beast in the mountain shrieked and screamed, moaned and gasped, flailed wildly and thrashed, caught in dreadful seizures, incapable of coherent action.

			And then—

			The probes ignited their jets, one after the other, in a synchronized cascade of fire. Walls of superheated flame blasted up the lava tubes, up into the heart of the slumbering core, heating the volcanic rock toward its melting point.

			Thunder shook the volcano. Clouds of dust rose from its sides. Rocks pattered and fell in little avalanches up and down the steep sides of the cone. Little avalanches became bigger avalanches.

			And then, when the mountain could get no hotter, the first blasts went off. One section went off prematurely, a half second too soon, but the rest went off as planned, in a perfectly predetermined series of explosions.

			The mountain shuddered. But nothing happened.

			From his distant vantage point, Jake’s first word was the inevitable “Crap!”

			And then . . . an abrupt puff of smoke. Another shudder. A continuing shudder. A growing shudder. The mountain trembled. It began to shake. The northwestern wall of the volcano began to bulge outward, swelling alarmingly . . . and then it blew.

			A sudden great roar that didn’t stop, it only grew as columns of dust and fiery rock rose high into the air, higher and higher, a tower of horror and destruction. Flaming rocks shot upward and outward, disappearing into the blue above; the eruption would continue for hours, dropping molten lava into the steaming sea for kilometers around.

			“Holy crap!” Jake said. He felt suddenly joyous. Incredibly, astonishingly joyous. He wanted to dance. He felt an overwhelming rush of emotion surging up through him, so powerful it left him weak and shaking.

			And then he felt clear and free and liberated . . . and still joyous. But a different kind of joy. Not just the joy of victory, but a deeper joy, an internal joy—the joy of peace.

			His plan had worked. He knew it. He didn’t know how he knew, but he knew. “Nothing’s going to escape that,” and he realized he’d said it aloud. He looked at his heads-up display. “Maybe not even me.”

			He turned toward his vulture.

			His dark templar ally was standing there.

			“Hi,” Jake said.

			The protoss did not respond.

			Jake thought he knew why.

			All that psionic blasting—he’d felt it too, even at this distance. It must have exhausted the dark templar’s strength.

			Jake stared in wonder. If the protoss was exhausted, was it also vulnerable? Was this a sign of its trust? That it knew that Jake would not take advantage of its momentary weakness?

			Or was Jake just imagining?

			And then the protoss lifted a hand. The gesture was a greeting.

			That was it, what Jake was feeling—an emotion that he couldn’t name. Gratitude. Partnership. Kinship? Something.

			“I, uh—I guess—”

			The dark templar seemed to be studying him. And for a moment, Jake also knew fear. Had he outlived his usefulness?

			But no.

			The protoss must be feeling the same thing.

			Jake grinned. “So, uh—this could be the beginning of a beautiful friendship, eh?”

			The protoss finished its examination of Jake and vanished.

			“Or . . . I guess not,” Jake said.

			He shrugged.

			He turned around and looked at the growing tower of smoke and flame still rising high above him. “Yeah, time to get out of here.”

			He wasn’t sure where he would go next, but this time it would have to be someplace with people.

		

	
		
			Week 14

			@Adjutant3327: @LeeTreicher @HelekBranamoor There is a security anomaly in 8G.

				@LeeTreicher @HelekBranamoor Unauthorized activity on level 8.

			@LeeTreicher: @HelekBranamoor Dr. Branamoor, I’ve got six marines with me. What are our orders?

			@HelekBranamoor: @Adjutant3327 @LeeTreicher What? What kind of anomaly? What’s going on?

			@LeeTreicher: @HelekBranamoor Doctor, we have to act now. I have reports of zerglings in staff living quarters.

			@HelekBranamoor: @LeeTreicher Act? There is no contingency plan for this, Major. How did zerglings get up here? I want a full report!

			To: Blackstone Research Staff 

			From: Dr. Warren Held

			Subject: I’m Sorry

			Supplies are dwindling, and I am on the verge of a breakthrough that will open the protoss neural network to the human mind. We will be able to listen in on them, hear their black thoughts, and destroy them where they are most sensitive.

			We all came out here for progress. We all knew sacrifices would have to be made. With supplies running short, it is time for some hard decisions—decisions that Helek Branamoor lacks the courage to make. Nobody leaves Project Blackstone, but you can all certainly stop using the air, water, and food that I require to finish my task.

			Thank you for assuring that this great work can continue. The zerglings have been given a mixture of enzymes that should send them into a frenzy, resulting in quick and relatively painless deaths for you—assuming you do not resist. 

			I suggest that you do not resist.

			Gratefully,

			Dr. Warren Held

			Personal Log: Dr. Talen Ayers

			I won’t bother with the security mechanism; at this point, I’m sure it doesn’t matter. Any security protocols that may have been monitoring my correspondence are probably useless anyway—as useless as the eviscerated marines scattered in wet clumps across levels nine through six. I’m writing this journal for the same reason I always do: to give my sanity a bit of breathing room before it starts flailing around and splitting infinitives.

			The events of the past few days have proved Daniel Rothfuss to be prophetic (which makes his wild beard seem all the more apropos). He told us that chaos was stirring in these cold rock hallways—chaos and blood—and we didn’t believe him. Such is the way of wandering prophets, I suppose. So, yes, we have all been cast into a lions’ den, only these lions are genetically souped-up descendants of the Zz’gashi dune-runner, surgically severed from their queen and driven mad by a cocktail of synthetic rage enzymes and the unfathomable hatred of one Dr. Warren Gregory Held.

			Yes, Dan was right about that one as well: Branamoor has kept the neurotic xenophobe shut away in the sublevels, free to torture the protoss without anybody raising inconvenient moral objections. The Dominion decided to give a crazy man access to some of our most intelligent enemies, all while locked inside a tiny asteroid brimming with experimental weapons. Brilliant. Apparently word from on high was that Held’s work on the protoss was too important to worry about a little thing like criminal misuse of scalpels. What did they think a monomaniac would do when he heard about the dwindling food supplies? Obediently take his place in line?

			I don’t think anyone predicted that he would set the zerglings loose while we slept. Or that he would pen a rather contrite apology to those he had just sentenced to gruesome death.

			Branamoor—when he can be roused from his shocked and muttering state—says that there were sixteen zerglings in the sublevels. Our noble marine guardians (and food monitors) were caught flat-footed and were only able to take down five of the beasts before falling to their claws. This wasn’t an open battlefield like the ones they were trained for; in tight quarters, the zerg are unstoppable. At least, it seemed that way until Major Treicher appeared, armed with a pistol and an old bathrobe bearing the initials BT. She ordered us down the hallway and into the mess hall, simultaneously sending a hail of well-placed bullets into the mouth of a beast as it leapt for her. Young Dr. Martine killed another that blocked our escape—with her cane. No, you didn’t misread that. She rammed her cane through the eye socket of a zergling, then proceeded to push the shuddering thing clear with her foot. Without missing a beat, she turned and motioned us inside the dining area.

			I will never again complain about my tax credits spent on that Ghost Academy.

			So now we are trapped here, tables jammed against the doors, the sound of claws just outside. Red is one of the few of us with experience against these things, and he says that the zerg have probably spread out, that they are sniffing around the rest of this rock for blood. 

			Branamoor, as I said, is practically catatonic. I think he may have been wounded in the attack, but it’s hard to tell because we are all covered in blood from the last few marines who stood between us and the swarm. He keeps saying “not my fault” over and over again. I would like to spend some time convincing him how this is, indeed, very much his fault, but I fear the debate would be one-sided.

			Pamela wheeled Dan in from his room, and the old astrophysicist had nothing to say. He looks sad, sitting quietly in the corner there. Vera, normally reserved in any gathering, brought him some soup and is trying to get him to talk. She seems worried. Or does she look guilty? I’m not sure.

			Jake and Winlaleah are now taking stock of our supplies. There isn’t much. I should be worried about our survival. I should be worried about death by hunger, or suffocation, or fangs.

			But all I can think is this: If nobody leaves Project Blackstone, then where is Talise?

			TA

		

	
		
			Carrier

			By Michael Kogge

			Koramund—the protoss had named the carrier the “great wonder” of its class, and to Iaalu, the ship’s third engineer, it could not have been called anything else. The elegance of the craft’s curves was undeniable; it had sleek hull plates meticulously shaped by khalai craftsmen, which made Iaalu recall the Shreka Hills of northern Aiur. Then there was the unique spark in the power conduits that, defying all rational explanation, pushed the core systems beyond specification, especially when faced with extraordinary challenges. And Iaalu prided himself that the hangars and manufacturing bays he supervised produced some of the fleet’s most battle-ready interceptors, which regularly tallied double or triple the kills compared to those of other carriers.

			But where the Koramund truly measured up to its name was a prestigious record that few ships could match. During the centuries of its service, it had established more colonies than any vessel since the Aeon of Strife, while leading the charge in countless battles. Enemies often fled at initial detection of the ship, fearing its interceptors, so widespread was the Koramund’s legend. When the execrable zerg struck at Aiur, Tassadar himself had requested that the carrier fight alongside his flagship, the Gantrithor, and it did so with most glorious honor until the bitter end. Even with the deployment of the new, allegedly more efficient void rays, protoss reverence for the Koramund had stopped the Great Fleet from retiring it like so many carriers in its ranks. The Koramund was, to Iaalu and millions of other protoss, a potent symbol that the old ways of Aiur would never perish.

			That symbol was now in jeopardy. The Koramund was spiraling toward a fiery death on the planet Vanass with zerg pursuing, unless Iaalu could restore the engines, and soon.

			“Where in the name of Khas are you?” shrilled Tenzaal, the templar who managed the engineers during battle. As always, the sheer pitch of her mind’s voice made Iaalu cringe. It would make everyone’s life so much easier if she could just lower her—

			“What was that?”

			“Nothing, templar,” Iaalu replied. He had to watch his errant thoughts; his helmet’s psi link was set at the highest sensitivity to enable communication in the mental hubbub of battle. “Presently in the engine access tunnel, climbing to the junction. Should be in sight of the relay hub shortly.”

			“Make it faster! Shields are failing, and we are down to one—”

			The ship spun and shook, buffeted by small explosions. Iaalu gripped the ladder with both gloved hands to keep himself from falling free in the zero-g. Klaxons blared at full alert.

			“Interceptors gone! Glave wurms on the hull, zerg penetrating the bridge—”

			As if she’d been cut off by a psi blade, Tenzaal’s voice went dead.

			“Templar?”

			He adjusted the link. Random cosmic interference sometimes disrupted communication. But his helmet readout registered peak receptivity.

			Iaalu then tried to reach out with his mind, knowing full well, given his poor psionic faculties, it was probably a lost cause. As a member of the Khalai caste, he didn’t have the robust mental training to sense much outside his personal vicinity.

			Third engineer to command bridge, please respond. Third engineer to command, please—

			There was a response—a sudden tide of agony so intense it blew the capacitors in the psi link and flooded his mind with pain. He jammed a leg through the ladder’s rungs to keep the shock wave from blasting him back down the tunnel.

			Uhn dara ma’nakai; uhn dara ma’nakai. He repeated a Khalani mantra he’d learned long ago, which had become his succor in times of distress. Uhn dara ma’nakai. Our duty is unending. It was the only thing he knew to buffer himself from a complete mental breakdown.

			Uhn dara ma’nakai . . . Uhn dara ma’nakai. Gradually, the cacophony receded and his mind began to breathe again, in fits and starts, until leveling to a more normal pattern so he could comprehend what had just occurred.

			Dead. They must all be dead. The praetor. Her command staff. Tenzaal. The zerg must have breached the bridge and massacred its crew. There was no other explanation for a psionic spike of that magnitude. No other explanation for the anguish he had felt. Their voices had been ripped from the Khala, and he was lucky to be alive in the wake of their torment.

			This slaughter should never have happened. Fleet command had assigned the Koramund to lend its firepower to protoss forces engaged in a nasty fight with the zerg. But on the journey to the front, the Koramund had picked up a distress call from what had long been believed to be an abandoned colony on the remote planet of Vanass.

			The distress call had been a ruse; the Koramund warped right in the middle of a zerg swarm. Retreat was not an option. Within minutes of the attack, not only were the Koramund’s gravity compensators destroyed, but its engine relay mysteriously failed, making the ship a sitting lombad for the zerg. Iaalu and his team rushed to prep the fighters as zerg corruptors and mutalisks pounded the carrier relentlessly, demolishing its starboard decks. Half of the crew died in that attack, the first and second engineers among them.

			Seniority placed Iaalu next in line to repair the engines. Tenzaal had ordered him to hurry to the engine access tunnel, thereby leaving the launch of the Koramund’s interceptors to his subordinate, Sacopo. It did not matter that Iaalu’s expertise with crystal matrices and power relays was middling at best. There was no engineer still alive who knew the carrier better than he.

			The damage to his psi link compounded his predicament. Its loss prevented him from communicating with the ship’s crew, if any of them indeed had survived. The fate of the Koramund now rested solely on him, its third engineer.

			Iaalu cleared his mind of the last echoes of that fatal shriek. He did the only thing he could to speed his approach toward the relay matrix: he abandoned his climb, kicking out against the wall to propel himself forward.

			Weightlessness brought about its own difficulties. One mishap or sudden shake of the tunnel could rocket him backward. He had to be careful.

			Unwittingly, the zerg attackers gave him a boost. The explosions that pelted the hull—glave wurms, he suspected—accelerated him in the right direction. Nearing the junction, he snatched the ladder rungs on either side. His legs pitched in front of him, and a few swings later he’d made the sharp turn, soaring down the last length of tunnel toward the crystal relay matrix.

			Or where the matrix should be.

			There was no light at the end of the tunnel. No pale blue glow, not even a glint of the crystal that was supposed to be there. Nothing but darkness.

			That was impossible. Praetor Quordas had said the matrix was here, and he had believed her. She had been not only the carrier’s commander but also a templar of the highest order, able to feel the presence of things to which he, belonging to the khalai, was blind. The Khala had furnished her with insight he would never have.

			He hit the wall that housed the relay hub and grabbed its handholds as the force of his collision bounced him back. His whole body was stretched from foot to finger, and for a moment he felt as if the muscles in his arms would rip apart. But they held, and he was able to pull himself toward the hub.

			Once secure, he toggled the floodlights atop his helmet to inspect the hub’s components. The pressure sensors blinked when he waved his hand across. He counted all eight relay cables. He felt the pulse in the main power conduit when he touched it, and the manifold purge line gave him a slight tingle from recently spent energies. Everything was there, apparently in good working order, with one exception: the crystal matrix that connected the cables to the conduit was missing.

			Could Praetor Quordas have been wrong?

			He buried the thought, glad his psi link was shot. Harboring such feelings was tantamount to treason. He had to focus on the problem at hand. That was his duty as an engineer and a khalai.

			He assessed his options. Power would never flow to the engines without a specially attuned matrix, yet constructing a new one was out of the question. He had neither the time nor the psionic ability to map the crystalline pathways of an engine matrix. It was conceivable that he could jury-rig the cables, disconnecting the impeders and jamming the relays into the main conduit, but that would provide only a burst of energy, and afterward the contraption would be completely fried.

			No, he needed the matrix. If he wanted to save his beloved Koramund from crashing on Vanass, he needed it now. But where did it go? If the crystal had fractured, he should have found shards. Conversely, if it had been taken from the hub, the ship’s log on his helmet readout should have shown passage through the access hatch.

			That was unless someone—or something—had come into the tunnel through another means.

			He brought his floods to bear on the tunnel. Nothing but the ladder ran the length of the wall. He had his helmet scan for any heat sources or signs of life. Again all data showed—

			A red blip appeared on the holo-screen, indicating motion above him. Iaalu turned, falling back as a gleaming dagger-filled jaw clacked shut. The intensity of his floods saved his life; the attacker recoiled from the bright beam, screeching and hissing.

			He had seen this breed of zerg countless times in his primings, but close up, the mutalisk was infinitely more horrific. A mad perversion of tooth and claw, it had two leathery wings and eight hideous eyes that burned a sick orange-red. Spikes jutted along a scaled serpentine body that terminated in another fanged barb of a mouth, its cloaca. Out of this salivating orifice spewed a mass of squirming, bladed flesh—a glave wurm.

			Iaalu dove and rolled. The wurm struck the wall behind him, and the resulting explosion sent him reeling in the other direction, groping for anything that could slow his free fall. Unable to reach the ladder, he grabbed the only thing he could: the edge of the mutalisk’s wing.

			The creature writhed, trying and failing to shake him off. As it vented its frustration in rivet-rattling shrieks, he glimpsed a distinct glow stuck in its throat, pale and blue. He recognized it immediately. The glow of the crystal relay matrix.

			Somehow the mutalisk had made it past the interceptors and slithered into the carrier tunnel. And despite how brainless this zerg breed was believed to be, this one had been smart—or hungry—enough to swallow the crystal matrix.

			Whatever the reason, he now had a chance. If he could retrieve the matrix from the creature’s gullet, he might be able to restore the Koramund’s engines and speed the vessel far away from here.

			The carrier rocked again, this time with such force that both Iaalu and the mutalisk smacked into the relay hub. Iaalu held on to the wing as everything started to spin around him. The mutalisk whirled, shrieking in pain, firing off a cannonade of glave wurms. The wurms nailed the walls in rapid succession—boom bam boom—and the combined explosions blasted holes through the hull. Light streamed into the tunnel, not the dim illumination of a billion stars but the blaze of day.

			In the blur, Iaalu thought he could make out the shapes of continents and oceans below. The Koramund must be falling through the clouds of Vanass. A crash was imminent.

			Iaalu did not have the combat skill of a zealot, and his claws were dull from years of disuse. But his mind was an engineer’s, adept at evaluating and rectifying situations with the tools available. And perhaps he was holding the very tool he needed.

			He removed one of his hands from the wing, then almost lost his grip with the other when a jolt of atmospheric turbulence shook the carrier. Yet his fingers clutched a bone, and he was able to pull himself over the wing, landing a kick to the tail-mouth’s midsection.

			The creature screeched and twisted its cloaca around in retaliation, its sphincter already plumping a glave wurm. And now, no longer shielded behind the mutalisk’s wing, Iaalu had nothing to protect him from that horrible appendage.

			Which was what he had anticipated. He let go of the wing bone and dropped right before the wurm bulleted out at him. Or, more precisely, where he had been.

			Iaalu knew from his primings that the glave wurm was nothing more than an organic machine. Its single motivating purpose, the be-all and end-all of its happiness, was to knife through its targets, exploding bits of itself upon impact until it was gone. That was the summation of the wurm’s existence; that was what the zerg had perfected it to do, down to its very life cycle. The mutalisk’s womb genetically modified every wurm to reach full maturity upon collision with its final target, thereby inflicting the maximum damage.

			This particular wurm lived a few moments longer than designed. As it flew through the space Iaalu had previously occupied, it blossomed into the incandescent green of adulthood, ripe for detonation yet deficient in the brainpower to alter its trajectory and locate its intended target. Puncturing the muta­lisk’s thin wing, the wurm proceeded through its life cycle, maturing into the emerald sheen of middle age, then withering into the viridian of senescence, until it finally slammed into the abdomen of the mutalisk.

			All eight of the mutalisk’s eyes widened in infernal fury as the wurm at last found its destiny. Devoid of self-awareness, the little organic machine had no idea it had burrowed into its own parent; it just lived out its purpose of blowing apart on impact, which it did, from barbed mouth to barbed mouth.

			The explosion hurtled Iaalu back into the relay hub. Flailing his arms, he hooked an elbow around a cable to keep from rebounding. But that didn’t screen him from being drenched in the mutalisk’s blood. The vile acidic fluid neutralized his defensive shields and began eating through his radiation suit. He quickly unclasped its front shell and wriggled out of it, using the leggings to wipe the slime off his helmet.

			A pale glow welcomed him. Floating like a blue dwarf amid constellations of blood droplets was the crystal matrix.

			Iaalu reached through the red cloud and snatched the crystal without considering the harm to himself. Acid sizzled on his skin, permeating to the flesh beneath. His muscles cooked; cells vaporized. The agony was excruciating. Uhn dara ma’nakai. Uhn dara ma’nakai. If he could get the engines online, he would not suffer long. Deprived of a protective radiation suit, he would be battered into peaceful oblivion by the spent ions bouncing around.

			The planet’s gravity took full control, jostling the carrier and sending it into a corkscrew plunge. Oceans disappeared from view in the hull breaches, and Iaalu caught a glimpse of forests of cone-tipped baleh trees. He had little time left before the Koramund crashed.

			Uhn dara ma’nakai.

			He reset the pressure sensors, dreaming of the Shreka Hills he saw in the carrier’s curves. He coupled the relays to the crystal in the same octagonal pattern he used for connecting the relays of the ship’s interceptors. He jammed the main power conduit into the crystal’s center, whispering his mantra to that special spark he knew—he hoped—still lingered in those lines.

			It did. The crystal lit up in a brilliant blue as energy coursed through the matrix pathways. Seconds later, the engines began to hum with life. Iaalu, in turn, looked forward to inevitable death, waiting for the shower of ions.

			It never came.

			Without warning, the relays popped loose; the manifold sputtered; the engine hum died; and the crystal matrix shattered, showering him not with ions but with shards.

			Iaalu fell back into the mass of cables as the Koramund, great wonder of the protoss, smashed into the forest ceiling of Vanass and became yet another ghost of their great despair.

			• • •

			According to the teachings of Khas, light—radiant, invigorating, blissful light—would fill those communicants entering the final stage of their current life and kindle the beginnings of their next.

			Iaalu woke to darkness. Darkness and pain. Agonizing pain.

			His skin cracked when he tried to move. Air currents drifting over his chest seared him like licks of flame. His right hand throbbed. His left sole ached. Organs he did not know he had announced themselves in torturous flashes. He felt as if he’d been roasted from the inside out.

			This was far from the bliss Khas had promised. Either he had fallen into the Void or—

			He was alive?

			Images, memories, nightmares returned to him. The tunnel. The mutalisk. Its blood.

			He should be dead.

			For some reason, he wasn’t. Somehow he lived. Raw, exposed, half-consumed by acid, but alive.

			How?

			His helmet. Its shielding had saved his brain and nerve cords from liquefaction. Yet it alone could not have saved him from—

			The crash. He shouldn’t have survived. Under no conceivable circumstance could a craft plummet from orbit, reach terminal velocity, and withstand a planetary collision. Not even carriers as celebrated and special as the Koramund. Ship and crew should have perished in a fiery wreck. He should be ashes.

			Should. Incineration would have been a far more merciful fate than what he suffered now, burned by zerg acid and thirsting for light.

			He surveyed the darkness, hoping that his vision was adjusting. Even a single beam or ray would lift his spirits and alleviate some of his pain. For light was the essence of the protoss. Light was what gave them their wisdom and their energy. Light was what gave them life.

			The darkness was total. Soon the thirst would drive him mad, if he wasn’t already.

			His helmet—that could generate light. He issued a thought to switch on the floods. The holographic readout failed to display, but the light flickered, then stayed on, and he imbibed every photon he could as if it were water.

			He saw that he was tangled in cables atop the relay hub, with the engine access tunnel above him. The carrier had turned over during impact with barely a dent in its walls. Thick baleh branches had pushed through the hull breaches and covered the ladder in budding cone tips.

			Had the trees somehow cushioned the brunt of the crash? Or was this some hallucination he was having?

			He reached out with his mind, searching for other presences in the Khala. Though his psionic talent was limited, diminished further by pain, he should be able to receive a general impression of how the crew fared.

			There was nothing. Not an echo. Not a buzz. Not even a primal sensation of life. The Khala was quiet and dark.

			His hearts sank. He might be the lone survivor.

			He lay considering his fate for hours, or days; it was hard to judge time in his state. He might have lain there until death returned for him had he not felt a tingle.

			It was so slight he almost didn’t notice it. It traveled down his left arm, which rested on the main power conduit, and came at intervals, in rhythm, without the pain of an acid burn.

			A pulse. A pulse flowed through the conduit. Faint and fading. But there. There was power in this line. The Koramund’s spark had not died. Not yet.

			He must do something. He loved the Koramund as he loved nothing else. The carrier had given him his career and an opportunity to be part of its legend. Perhaps he could save it from being overgrown with baleh trees or the fungal rot of the infestors he knew would come to nest. Perhaps somewhere in the ship he could find a way to jump its engines. He had a duty to this carrier and its crew, if any survived, to do what he could, however remote the chance of success.

			With great effort, he mustered the strength to untangle himself from the relay cords and got to his feet. More of his skin crumbled and flaked, his flesh tender underneath. But when he squeezed the conduit and felt the Koramund’s heartbeat, weak as it was, he forgot some of the pain.

			He grabbed a baleh branch and began to climb up the tunnel.

			• • •

			Vanass’s heavy gravity made his ascent nearly intolerable. He couldn’t float or propel himself in the right direction as he had when the ship had been in orbit. He had to pull himself up by ladder and tree. The rough branches chafed his burned palms. His epidermal layers further peeled apart when he stretched for a clear section of the ladder. What skin he had left, he shed. Not wanting to look, he knew the acid had denuded him of everything but his bare flesh.

			Uhn dara ma’nakai. It came without prompting. Instinctually. Uhn dara ma’nakai.

			He recalled the first time he had heard those words. They had come from Rimmicu, a templar he had assisted during the early days of his service. Zerglings had taken not only Rimmicu’s entire unit but also his limbs. Yet the templar had refused to allow disfigurement to deter him from duty. He channeled his pain into a will of its own, molding it into the muscle that piloted the hover-platform Iaalu rigged for him from interceptor parts.

			Uhn dara ma’nakai. Rimmicu had such faith in those words that he defied Command and returned to the battlefield where he had lost so much. In a streak of vengeance, he hunted down and killed every last zergling he could find before finding death himself in the maw of a zerg queen.

			Uhn dara ma’nakai. ”Our duty is unending,” Rimmicu used to chant.

			Iaalu had neither that templar’s discipline nor his endurance. He could not convert his misery into ammunition to use in combat. As an engineer, he possessed a different set of skills. His talent was with tools, not weapons, and that was how he had to master his pain. He had to harness it as a tool and use it to motivate, to push. To remember how fortunate he was to feel pain and be among the living.

			He reached the tunnel junction and heaved himself over the edge. He took only a moment’s rest before standing up.

			The crash had aligned this part of the tunnel horizontally. He didn’t have to climb; he could walk. Or limp. His legs refused to move any faster.

			When he slid open the hatch and saw the horror beyond, Iaalu wished his legs had refused to move at all.

			• • •

			Corpses and their sundry body parts lay strewn about in corridor after corridor. Heads, limbs, torsos, all in various states of mutilation and decay. Many of them were his friends, his dear friends, his dead friends, survivors of the crash yet not of what followed.

			The zerg had done this. Their tooth and claw marks inscribed everything they had not devoured. Needle spines staked arms and legs to the wall. Vomited organs showed the acidic stains of attempted digestion. Nerve cords seemed to be a zerg favorite, maybe even a delicacy; they’d been torn off every protoss cranium Iaalu saw.

			He nervously twined his own cords. The zerg’s barbarism explained why he hadn’t felt even the lingering echoes of his crewmates’ deaths. Their minds had been severed from the Khala. He prayed that bliss and new life would come quickly to them.

			Once every few turns, a zergling carcass lay among the corpses, showing signs of psi driver electrocution or a brutal beating by hammertongs. How repulsive the creatures were in the flesh. They offended his sense of design. The sickle appendages protruding from the neck seemed ill suited, as if they had been yanked from a larger organism and sloppily grafted onto the zergling body. That, of course, was the principle of zerg mutation: incorporate the nastiest bits of different species to create something even nastier. In this warped version of evolution, zerglings were a kind of crowning achievement. It sickened him.

			Where the rest of the zergling packs had gone, Iaalu could not tell. Most likely after the zerg had picked apart the crew, they had abandoned the ship. He hoped so. He doubted he could take down a zergling, especially in his condition.

			What truly disturbed him was that, among the dead, he saw not one member of the Templar caste. The deceased were all khalai—engineers, scientists, medics, and mechanics—apparently left to fend for themselves. The fact that these khalai had killed the number of zerg they had was a testament to their fearlessness and ingenuity. Their defiance against such overwhelming odds deepened his own resolve to launch the Koramund off Vanass. Other protoss should know of their bravery.

			As for the templar, he cared not if they went forgotten. They had pledged their lives to protect the khalai, yet there was not a shred of evidence they had bothered to participate in the defense of his colleagues and friends.

			Iaalu stepped up his limp to the meditation chambers, driven by anger.

			• • •

			Soft sammuro root muffled the sound of Iaalu’s footsteps. It carpeted this deck so that passersby did not distract those zealots and other templar meditating in the chambers beyond. When not called to combat or related duties, templar came to this section of the carrier to exercise, rest, and attune their bodies and minds to the Khala.

			It was here that most of them had probably died.

			He had been too quick to question the templar’s loyalties. The main corridor into the meditation chambers ended in a crumpled bulkhead with a zealot squashed in the rubble. Adjacent passages had been similarly demolished. Not only had the zerg crippled the carrier’s engines, but they had also destroyed the levels that housed the ship’s complement of protoss warriors.

			This seemed like more than just a fortuitous ambush for the zerg. The internal layout of each carrier varied, reflecting the creativity of its design team. For the corruptors to have pinpointed the meditation chambers so immediately showed that they had an intimate knowledge of the Koramund. Did someone in the crew inform them?

			He had no idea what his suspicions implied, but Iaalu did not like having them. He was an engineer; his job was to puzzle over convoluted circuits and faulty wires, not the nefarious plots of the zerg. Already he had wrongly judged the templar. Perhaps his misgivings were signs he was losing his mind. Or had survivor’s guilt—emotional trauma from the appalling savagery he had witnessed.

			Iaalu put his hand on an exposed conduit for support. The anemic pulse of the Koramund comforted him. He was not alone. The Koramund was alive with him. Its heartbeat told him so.

			But where was its heart? Where was that unique spark that still gave it life? If he could find that, it might give him a clue to repair the engines.

			He spread his fingers and concentrated on feeling the current’s flow. The pulse seemed to head toward the engine relay. Dragging his hand along the conduit, he went in the opposite direction, backtracking toward the pulse’s source.

			• • •

			His mind eased when the conduit led him into the main hangar. So did his pain. Though the pulse originated farther in the ship, Iaalu took a moment to look around the hangar—his hangar—maybe for the last time.

			He knew every cranny and corner of this space, every tool on every wall, every scratch of every panel, and every proper twist for every bolt and screw. He could grab the proper gauge of phasespanner from thousands on the bench without even a glance, and could pinch the vespene hose just right to double the capacity of fuel tanks with room to spare.

			His living quarters were on the barracks deck, but the hangar was his home; this was where he had spent most of his waking hours building and repairing his pride and joy, the Koramund’s legendary interceptors, which sat in their docking cradles, as shiny and resplendent as he had left them.

			His fingers fell from the wall conduit. He closed his eyes. Had he been dreaming? He cleared his mind and looked again.

			All the interceptors were docked, with umbilicals attached and not a dent in their hulls.

			This was not right. Not right at all. These interceptors had been destroyed; Tenzaal had told him so when he was climbing through the access tunnel. Even if one or two had miraculously made it through the zerg forces back to the carrier, they could never have been restored to pristine condition without the full resources and talents of the crew.

			Without him.

			He shuffled up to an interceptor, the one he had dubbed the N’rithaa, his “little arrow.” He placed his palm on its plasma cannon. The cold metal soothed his burn.

			Then he saw the corpses behind the cannon, and he knew he wasn’t dreaming.

			He could not bear to look at their faces, though he recognized them without doing so. Yaiino, Wotarra, and Palmet, the junior engineers who had served under him with the utmost competence and dedication. And Sacopo, blustery, boisterous Sacopo, who was a century older than Iaalu and would have been promoted to third engineer if not for his petty disagreements with Tenzaal. His chubby body dangled over the launch-control podium, with his nerve cords piled like worms at his feet. A single cauterized wound pierced his skull.

			Iaalu returned his gaze to the other corpses, the faces he had avoided. They bore similar wounds: deep, cauterized holes that went through their skulls. No blood.

			The zerg were never this clean. This was the precise work of a psi blade.

			He surveyed the hangar again and regretted having his floodlights on. The beam fell on three serpentine creatures slithering out of the tunnel he had just come from. The zerg hydra­lisks spotted him and hissed, splitting carapace plates to launch poisonous needle spines.

			Iaalu switched off his floodlights and ducked behind the N’rithaa. Spines whooshed over him and twanged into the hull of another interceptor.

			He could not cower behind the N’rithaa for long. But in his state, he could hardly walk, let alone run. The tools that could best be used in a fight, the psi drivers, hung on the other wall, across the hangar. Even if he did manage to grab one, there was no way in the Void he could electrocute all three of the hydra­lisks. He had to find a more potent weapon or he was dead.

			The N’rithaa. It sat there, waiting to rust. Its cold metal begged to be warm.

			He yanked out the umbilical cords and pulled an emergency rod on the interceptor’s underside. Though the N’rithaa could not launch without direct commands from the Koramund’s bridge, the cannons were operational thanks to the independent fire-control circuit he had installed. This interceptor’s ability to keep firing, even if the enemy jammed the command signal or knocked out its robotic brain, was why he called it his “little arrow.”

			As the hydralisks converged on the interceptor, the N’rithaa’s targeting sensors converged on them. Iaalu hobbled out of the hangar to the shrieks and sizzles of zerg engulfed in plasma.

			• • •

			The conduit led him down the carrier’s central spine, toward a set of doors before which he had not dared approach. They were cut from the kwai-leh trees of old Aiur, a most rare and precious commodity since the planet’s fall. Pastoral scenes were etched in the wood, reminiscent of happier, simpler times before the many years of war. The doors possessed neither handle nor lock, and they barred entry to all except the one who knew the mental command to open them.

			These were the doors to Praetor Quordas’s quarters. And as he neared, they opened.

			Iaalu knew, as a khalai, he was not permitted beyond that threshold. Yet it was from those rooms that the pulse originated. He could feel its current past the doorway, inside, where—

			He saw something he would have never imagined in a thousand rotations.

			Two protoss staggered to the doors, locked in a fierce embrace. One was Tenzaal, whose death he swore he had heard in the Khala, and the other was—

			Praetor Quordas?

			He stumbled backward. Theirs was no embrace. It was a primal struggle, and Tenzaal had the upper hand. She activated her psi blade, and its light confirmed what he could not feel in the Khala: her opponent was indeed Quordas, hallowed commander of the Koramund, though gashes savaged her once-regal visage and white bone nubs exposed the spots where long, beautiful nerve cords used to hang.

			“Tenzaal, what are you . . .” Iaalu could barely think, his mind frozen in disbelief.

			“Foolish khalai! You should have stayed dead,” Tenzaal shrilled, plunging her psi blade into the praetor’s abdomen.

			Quordas’s eyes bulged and her skin darkened, the psi blade sucking out her inner light. She did not scream when she crumpled. The loss of nerve cords meant her death went silent in the Khala, saving Iaalu from the mind-crushing echo that would have surely resulted.

			It did not save him from the shock. This murder was unfathomable. Tenzaal was a templar, one of Quordas’s most trusted lieutenants, on the path herself to being named praetor someday.

			Tenzaal was a traitor.

			“Please, khalai, spare me your ignorant thoughts.” She pointed her psi blade at him. “Just lower yourself before me, and I will make your termination painless.”

			A sudden rasping hiss behind him made Iaalu’s choice easy.

			He dove into the praetor’s quarters, for once in his life grateful for the zerg. Needle spines shot over him to find a mark in Tenzaal. Unlike Quordas, she screamed out in the Khala.

			Unlike Quordas, she lived.

			Wincing from her cry, Iaalu marveled as the shields of Tenzaal’s armor buckled but held, fortified by her psionic strength. In a single spin, she shook away the full brunt of the spine attack. Activating her second psi blade, she turned to the plasma-scarred hydralisk in the doorway. It must have survived the interceptor’s cannons.

			“Straggler. I sent your kind into the forest to die.”

			The hydralisk’s carapace plates split to fire another round. Tenzaal pounced straight into the volley. In a blur of strokes, she deflected or destroyed each spine, then landed before the hydralisk, lopping off one of its scythe-arms.

			Crawling back into the shadows, Iaalu almost felt sorry for the zerg. Almost.

			“Uhn dara ma’nakai.”

			He stopped his crawl. He hadn’t thought the mantra this time. It came from another mind.

			“Uhn dara ma’nakai.”

			Praetor Quordas was looking at him. A light still flickered in her eyes, mirroring the glow of the crystal amulet she clutched and through which she projected her thoughts.

			Iaalu knew that high-ranking members of the Templar caste carried amulets as lenses of their psyches. These amulets always held rare and dazzling khaydarin crystals, artifacts of the ancient xel’naga and worthy emblems of the templar’s rank. Quordas’s khaydarin crystal was small—small, oblong, and jagged, its glass cloudy, nothing to be cherished or set as a pendant or even plucked from a mineral field if found. Yet he could not take his eyes off it. Dim as it was, the khaydarin’s glow pulsed in a cadence he well knew, that which flowed through the conduits and had led him through the halls.

			This dingy, unremarkable crystal could be nothing other than the carrier’s spark. Quordas held in her hand the heart of the Koramund.

			“Uhn dara . . . ma’nakai,” her mind whispered to him, and then her eyes went dark. Death relaxed her fingers. The amulet fell to the floor and rolled toward him.

			“Touch that crystal, and you will suffer a death that will haunt your next life.” Atop the hydralisk’s squirming body, Tenzaal glared at him as she drove her psi blades into the creature’s skull one last time.

			He returned her glare without fear. The truth was she couldn’t make him suffer more than he had.

			He reached out to take the amulet.

			Tenzaal leapt off the carcass at him. Propelled by her power suit and buoyed by her psionic skill, she traveled close to the speed of thought.

			He was already gone when she landed.

			• • •

			The khaydarin crystal gave him sustenance. It gave him strength. It gave him speed. It made him feel . . . illuminated.

			In what could have been no longer than a blink, he went through the engine access hatch and arrived at the tunnel junction, using the amulet’s glow to look down into—

			A forest.

			The baleh cone tips had germinated and bloomed, flourishing without water or sunlight. Branches crossed the tunnel back and forth, with foliage so thick he couldn’t see the relay hub below. He could barely find the ladder.

			I will kill you I will kill you I will kill you

			Tenzaal’s thoughts trailed him, nearly vicious enough to do the deed. She was closing in. He took a rung and began to scramble down the ladder.

			He had not gotten far when a bough smacked his nerve cords with the force of a brick. He shoved it away only to have cone-tip roots wrap around his legs and another branch open its foliage like a claw. It snatched his arm and wrenched him off the ladder.

			He hung suspended in the air, a prisoner of the baleh. More branches extended their leaf claws toward him—toward what he held.

			They wanted the khaydarin crystal.

			He struggled, and the roots just wound themselves tighter. A repulsive sap oozed from cavities in a branch. Some of it dribbled on his chest and burned like . . . mutalisk blood?

			The zerg must have infiltrated the baleh genome and mutated it. For as mindless as zerg were, they knew what this crystal was. They knew what a khaydarin crystal could do.

			He clenched the amulet with both hands. The zerg would have to rip him apart to get it.

			Kill kill kill—

			Tenzaal charged down the ladder, cleaving a path with her psi blades. Roots and boughs retracted to avoid being chopped. Suddenly Iaalu was free.

			And falling. Falling toward the relay hub. He could see it as the baleh foliage withdrew.

			“Oh no, you do not.”

			Tenzaal caught his foot and tossed him into the wall. He struck it with a crunching thud and slid down to the bottom.

			The impact should have killed him. It would have killed any average khalai. But in the last few hours, or days, Iaalu had endured worse. Far worse. And if there was anything he’d learned, it was how to take a hit. The crystal didn’t need to help in that regard.

			He got up and staggered over to the relay hub. He had gathered the eight relay cables and the line for the main power conduit when Tenzaal landed on the other side.

			She stood across from him, her glare fierce, psi blades humming, but did not attack. Instead, unbonded ions in the tunnel began to come toward her. She was summoning a power only a templar possessed—a psionic storm that could annihilate not just him but also the engine tunnel and much of the carrier.

			“Why are you doing this?” he asked, trying to stall her as he coupled the matrix as fast as he could. Although the khaydarin crystal was lumpy and rough-hewn, it conformed to the cable ends as if it had been carved to fit. “Are you dark?”

			“A dark templar? Does it look as if my cords are cut?” The nimbus around her brightened with energy. “No, khalai, you do not feel my mind because I conceal it from your weak one. But there is no point in wasting that effort now. Here. Have a peek.”

			She released her thoughts in a torrent that slammed into his mind and made him tremble. She held nothing back; she revealed every detail of her treachery, from her discovery of a zerg swarm at Vanass, to the distress call she had faked, to the engine vent she had left open, to the protoss deaths she had caused, all links along a chain of logic that narrowed to a sharp terminus, the point of a dagger, aimed squarely at the heart of the thing he most loved.

			“You . . . you want to destroy Koramund.”

			Psionic energies now traced her limbs. Within moments she would have enough power to kill him with a mental blast.

			“We are in a new era of warfare, khalai. The Koramund and the other carriers of its class are relics of a failed past. They are inefficient, weaponless juggernauts, depleting the fleet of valuable resources and personnel, putting good templar at needless risk. The zerg have fought our carriers so many times in battle, they have memorized the vessels’ individual layouts, their unique weaknesses, their chinks. Our loss here at Vanass, like many of our recent defeats, once again proves that zerg knowledge of these craft has become instinctual; it is in their genes.”

			“So you would let them wreck it?”

			“Because our people refuse to, khalai! And their nostalgia is costing us this war. They consume precious time commemorating the past when they should be preparing for the future. If they cannot abandon their attachment to these aging, lumbering hulks, someone must step up and cut this cord for them.”

			Iaalu nearly fumbled coupling the seventh cable as he tried to understand. Was there truth to her madness? Was he, like many protoss, allowing his sentiment for the Koramund and its legacy to prejudice him against what was rational, what was necessary to win this war?

			The last relay cable tugged toward the crystal, attracted like a magnet. But he kept the two separated.

			“If this was your purpose, why did you send me to fix these engines?” he asked.

			“I required you away from the interceptors. I suspected you had implemented some designs of your own that might spoil my plan. I did not expect you to right the ship and save it from oblivion. You have made my job all the more difficult, khalai.”

			“And you killed my team.”

			“A necessary evil.” She thought it with conviction. And not a hint of regret. Energy danced around her body, yet in her eyes he saw only darkness.

			He didn’t need to be a templar to know that necessary evils were not the way of Khas.

			Praetor Quordas, Yaiino, Wotarra, Palmet, Sacopo, and the rest of the crew had served with dignity their entire careers. They deserved better.

			“You are a murderer.”

			Her mind chuffed. Ions began to swirl around Tenzaal, her limbs, her body, her nerve cords. “When this war is over, the preservers will remember me as a savior.”

			She stretched an arm toward him, and he felt the pull of her brewing storm as if a vacuum were about to suck out his light. He clutched the praetor’s amulet to his chest.

			Uhn dara ma’nakai.

			With all his strength, he pressed the main power conduit into the center of the crystal. If this worked, the explosion of light would jump-start the engines, rocket the Koramund off Vanass, and turn both Tenzaal and him into stardust.

			Nothing happened.

			Tenzaal laughed. “You blind, pathetic khalai. Do you think I would just let you restart the engines? Do you not see the crystal?”

			The khaydarin crystal was dark. No pulse. Dead.

			“This ship cannot fly. The Koramund is old; it is tired, and its spark is dead.” A cyclone of energy spun around Tenzaal, her two burning eyes the only evidence of intelligence. “And it will never, ever see the stars again.”

			With a furious berserker shriek, Tenzaal unleashed her storm. Iaalu stood his ground and prayed for the bliss Khas had promised.

			• • •

			There was only darkness.

			“What have you . . . done?”

			That was not his thought. The voice of its thinker was shrill, grating to the mind.

			He had to squint, overwhelmed by a bright blossoming of light. It was beautiful, of the quality that illuminated protoss life and sprung anew at the birth of a child. And it was strong, so strong that it bathed the tunnel in its brilliance. It flooded out from the relay cables, into the arteries that interlaced on the walls. Sensor rings winked. The manifold purge exhaled. The tunnel hummed. This light was more than light. It was power.

			The Koramund’s engines were warming up.

			The crystal. The khaydarin crystal. What a marvel it was, this small, uncut, ugly thing. It must have absorbed the psionic energies of the storm to rekindle its own spark. Although the light radiating from the crystal made it impossible to see, it throbbed against his chest, in his hands, quickening, its pulse gaining like a heartbeat recovering from a long dormancy.

			“Stupid khalai . . . you have doomed us.”

			Beyond the light, a shadow he knew as Tenzaal fell to her knees. Her psi blades were sputtering. Her armor was breaking. Her skin was cracking. She cried out, but her echo was distant, as if she were a galaxy away, while his mind remained clear. Blissfully clear.

			He reached out to her. For who was he to judge? As much evil as she had done, she was in pain. She was still one like him. A protoss. In need of light. Light he could give her.

			“Get . . . away.” Tenzaal shielded her eyes from him, from his light, as if it were antithetical to her existence. Rather than take his hand, she let her flesh wither, her psi blades die, and her body slowly dissipate into darkness.

			Even with all the light, he could not save her. This war had turned protoss against not only zerg and terrans. It had turned the protoss against themselves.

			Her ashes fell atop a pile of crystalline shards. He almost didn’t notice the shards, since they reflected none of the light. But he knew their oblong shape as he knew his own. The shards of the khaydarin crystal. Now pitch-black, opaque, drained of translucence.

			His hands returned to his chest. The relays flowed with light, with power, but there seemed to be no amulet in the middle. There were only—

			His hearts.

			His heartbeats matched the pulse. Or they were the pulse, perhaps the pulse he had felt all along.

			As the bliss took him to the next cycle of his life, the light revealed that he—Iaalu, born of the Furinax tribe of the Shreka Hills, third engineer of the carrier Koramund—he was its spark.

			Uhn dara ma’nakai.

			• • •

			Koramund—the protoss had named the carrier the “great wonder” of its class, and that was what it was. A great wonder that lifted off Vanass without commander or crew, its sleek hull gleaming, its engines blazing, and its heart carrying the memories of old Aiur back into the stars.

		

	
		
			Week 15

			@Adjutant3327: Venting atmosphere to lower levels.

				Life support systems disabled.

				Thermal control system disabled.

				Gravity accelerator systems powering down.

			@LeeTreicher: @Adjutant3327 Activate emergency guidance lights for any surviving personnel on the remaining levels.

			@Adjutant3327: @LeeTreicher Yes, Major Treicher.

				@LeeTreicher I have left your personal consoles and remaining entertainment systems active; the power drain should be inconsequential.

				@LeeTreicher An emergency beacon has been set on secure Dominion channels. 

				@LeeTreicher Good luck, Major Treicher.

			@RedellQuinton: Get behind the lady with the gun, people. Our hands ain’t much good against zergling teeth.

			From: Adjutant 33-27

			To: All Blackstone Personnel

			Subject: Resource management

			Good afternoon.

			At Major Treicher’s request, emergency sequence 1, code 1, 1A, has been initiated.

			The Blackstone facility has suffered serious damage to life support and power systems. Our long-range communication is offline.

			All personnel must be relocated to sublevel 2, now accessible through the central elevator.

			All remaining food supplies have been transferred to specimen lockers 9 through 15. 

			In their damaged state, the station generators will be running at 11 percent capacity. This should power minimum vital systems for forty-seven standard days.

			We will begin shutdowns in six hours. Your personal belongings will remain secure in your rooms. Take only necessary items. 

			These steps will be announced over the intercom and sent to your datapads. They will not be repeated.

			Personal Log: Dr. Talen Ayers

			Why does the adjutant’s voice sound like a hammer? A hammer pounding the last few nails into this cold coffin lid that the zerg, the universe, and the late Warren Held have so nicely crafted for us.

			I suppose I should start at the beginning, although I have no doubt that any security personnel doing a postmortem (on what I am sure will be known as the Tragic Blackstone Incident) will more easily parse this tale by reading through our much more expressive, emotional, and detailed CHIRP messages. The local ether has been humming with word salvos launched from our datapads during the last twenty-four hours. We have resorted to using the devices as wartime radios, sending sallies of vital information from the trenches as sharp-toothed huns patrol the no-man’s-land.

			Sorry, got stuck in a metaphor there. A devilishly limited supply of food, water, hope, and oxygen can do that to a man. This journal entry will lack the poetry of my past musings, and for that I apologize, dear reader.

			Was it just a week ago that we were trapped in the mess hall? Seems like years, but Jake says only seven days have passed since Held set his monsters loose in our living quarters, turning these once sanitized hallways into an abattoir. It quickly became apparent that we needed to act. Even if our thin doors and barricade held against zergling claws, our choice of refuge had placed us directly between a madman and what he desired most: food to sustain his life and, therefore, his experiments. If his little pets didn’t devour us soon, he would come up with some other method of ending our lives. I believe Red said it best: “There’s no predicting crazy, folks. We gotta take the ball and run with it.”

			But how? We didn’t have any weapons other than Major Treicher’s pistol, already mostly spent. We knew that by now the zerglings had spread throughout the facility and familiarized themselves with the terrain. Their new hunting ground. Nine zerglings buzzing on whatever special sauce Held had pumped them full of. Nine zerglings prowling through a cramped, enclosed space riddled with shadows, alcoves, and blind corners. And, in some twisted numeric echo of fate, nine humans, suffering from terror, lack of sleep, and a general absence of military training. Treicher’s pistol—and Dr. Martine’s cane—was hardly enough for us to lay all of our hopes on.

			The adjutant told us that Held had removed the tracking devices implanted in every zergling specimen, but their bio-monitors were still functioning on some basic level. In other words, she could verify that there were, indeed, nine zerglings left. But she couldn’t tell us where they were. We had seen the zerglings tear through the surprised marines, and then heard the horrified cries as they finished off the maintenance crew scattered throughout the rest of the facility. Those cries, echoing through the ventilation shafts, will haunt me for the remainder of my days.

			Which isn’t saying much, I suppose.

			We tried bouncing ideas off of each other on the datapads, tried to run some odds. They were depressing. So we all dealt with the gloom in our own ways. Pamela went back to counting our supplies—for the sixth time. Dan wheeled himself into the corner, muttering into his beard. Jake and Leah worked on reinforcing our flimsy barricade, occasionally holding hands (which surprised all of us, I might add; when did this romance blossom?), and Vera decided to straighten up the kitchen in a hyperfocused storm of obsessive cleaning.

			It was a sad little montage. Suddenly, out of the blue, Branamoor snapped out of his stupor and began shouting about a shuttle. Red and I grabbed the man, got him to calm down enough to make some sort of sense. He said there was a shuttle still docked at Gate 4. A shuttle that had brought a crew that had been “eaten,” apparently. That would have been nice to know earlier. Red did a swirly motion with his finger around his ear, which might have been the most astute medical diagnosis ever of Helek Branamoor. But the noise got Dan’s attention, and he started tapping away at his datapad. He smiled and then cleared his throat.

			“I’ve just queried the adjutant, and the transport shuttle Daisy 8 is docked at Gate 4, fully prepped for takeoff.”

			Red had a few choice words for the adjutant at that point. Some words that I had never heard before, but their implied meaning blistered my ears nonetheless. Why the adjutant had not volunteered the option of such an obvious escape route was beyond me—but then again, artificial intelligence was never my forte.

			Dan just shook his head and chuckled, said something about asking too much from an antiquated system. He then pulled up a wireframe map of the facility on his datapad, and we all gathered around to chart the quickest, safest course toward that glorious vessel. Our salvation. The intrepid Daisy 8.

			Jake was the first one to notice that Leah was missing. It seemed that Dr. Martine had slipped around our barricade and through the door during the excitement. Was this an act of suicide? We had to hold Jake back from rushing out the door after her.

			And then the adjutant interrupted our shouting to let us know that zergling 12e had stopped transmitting vital signs. It was dead.

			Apparently, Winlaleah Martine was clearing a path toward the shuttle.

			Quickly, Dan asked the adjutant to track her datapad so we could be sure. Leah didn’t respond to our digital queries, but perhaps that was understandable with her hands occupied with killing zerglings—her bare hands, not to put too fine a point on it. She was about a hundred meters ahead, just entering the elevator that would, we realized, carry her down toward the docking level. It didn’t take much encouragement for us to crowd into the hallway. Major Treicher drew her pistol and guarded our rear; it seemed as though Leah had volunteered for point. I must say, never had I admired courage more than at that moment. Leah had known that we eggheads would waste valuable time planning an exit strategy when action needed to be taken now, when Held was still counting on the zerglings to finish his job. Military thinking vs. scientific thinking, I suppose.

			While we were in the elevator heading down, the adjutant reported another zergling dead. Once again, let me emphasize this: Winlaleah was dispatching these vicious monsters, in the dark, in hand-to-hand combat. Even Major Treicher’s eyes were wide. Dan looked up from his datapad.

			“She’s almost to the docking bay!”

			The elevator door opened, and we were treated to the sight of a once-white hallway painted in blood and ichor. Jake gasped; the dead zergling in front of us had half of a metal cane snapped off in its mouth, but there was plenty of red, human blood dotting its fangs.

			He shouted, “Leah!” and we all looked down the far end of the hallway to see a limping, blood-soaked ex-ghost agent turn to face us. She nodded and then palmed the door panel. The door whooshed open, and we cheered. I started to rush forward, but a hand tightly gripped my shoulder. It was Jake.

			“Wait,” he said. “She . . . There’s something wrong.”

			And without a backward glance, Dr. Winlaleah Martine went through the door and locked it behind her.

			The sound of the shuttle engines firing up confirmed our fears—we had been betrayed.

			Jake was just staring at the door, dumbfounded. I was the only one close enough to hear his words, low and full of pain as the shuttle blasted free from Blackstone.

			“She brushed me off like . . . like I was a fly. Like I had been allowed inside to see what she wanted me to see, and then she swatted me away.”

			And then, almost a whisper.

			“I don’t think I understood her power.”

			Red proved that his vocabulary of cusswords had not been depleted during the last tirade. Dan was tapping at his datapad, trying to break into the Daisy 8’s nav system—and then bemoaning these “cursedly regressive programs” before dropping the device into his lap. Major Treicher got to work pulling the jagged cane half out from the zergling, then strapping it to her side with the tie around her robe. Once again, she brought us into line.

			“Quiet, people. We are now separated from our food and any reasonable defenses. There are seven zerglings left in the facility, and I’m not such a good shot that I can take them all down with six bullets, assuming that I see them before they see us. I need you to put your brains into overdrive and make a plan to kill these fekking things so I can still have a bullet for Held.”

			We circled around and ran through our options. They were few, and they were pathetic.

			And then Red had an idea. Of course it was Red. The man with less education and more practical smarts than anybody on this rock. First off, he fessed up to the moonshine factory he’d stashed inside the “experimental” hellion vehicle in the back of his garage. Granted, everybody but Branamoor and Treicher knew about this already (and had benefited from its services), but we all put forth a modicum of feigned surprise. Treicher rolled her eyes, grumbling for Red to get on with it.

			Red said that he could jury-rig the hellion fuel pumps to send his homemade ethanol (mixed with a dash of plasma) through the ventilation system. He said that if Dan could manage the closures that separated the vents from level to level, there should be enough of this cocktail to set each level on fire and roast the zerglings good, but without damaging the airtight integrity of the facility. The adjutant would be able to keep us all apprised of the kill ratio, in theory.

			I shook Red’s hand. Not sure why, but it felt like the right thing to do. Dan raised a bushy eyebrow, nodded, and said that Red might have just saved the day. Then he returned to his datapad. Red turned to Treicher, mumbled that he got the idea from her—her concern that volatile flammables in an enclosed space could indeed be dangerous.

			To which she responded, “It’s still a concern, genius. What do you expect us to breathe once you’ve burned away all of our oxygen?”

			Red just shrugged.

			“Yeah, it’s a gamble. Either we guess right and burn out the infested levels first, or we guess wrong and—well, let’s just make sure that we guess right. But, Major, I’m going to need an escort to the garage . . . and you’re the only person packing heat.”

			So we loaded back into the elevator. We decided that was the most defensible spot, now that the mess hall was surely being patrolled. Luckily Vera had remembered to lock the kitchen doors behind us as we vacated; an obsessive-compulsive disorder can be a good thing in situations like this. The garage and machine shop levels were just below the docking area, so it was another short ride down. We bade farewell to Red and Treicher, then sealed the door.

			Using our datapads to stay linked, we got some details of the grisly remains of a hapless maintenance worker, and then . . . gunshots. We held our collective breath.

			The adjutant messaged us that there were now only six zerglings left in the facility. Then Treicher messaged us that there was only one bullet left in her pistol. But they had reached the garage, and Red was already at work weaving his wrench-powered magic as she stood guard at the door. Meanwhile, Dan finished linking the dilating vent gates directly to his datapad.

			Our intense focus was interrupted by a hiss, followed by the distinct sound of claws against the elevator doors—claws sharpened by eons of surgically precise evolution. A zergling had found us and would be inside in minutes. Maybe seconds. Dan opened the vents into the hallway outside our frail bunker and sent an urgent message to Red.

			“Send what you can now, or we are dead.”

			Ten long seconds passed. Red didn’t respond. Five more seconds. And then a wonderful, beautiful, lifesaving sound: the hiss of ethanol. The zergling paused at the noise, and we had a moment of eerie serpentine silence. Then the beast redoubled its efforts. The door began to buckle.

			Finally, a single note from Red’s datapad.

			“Cover your butts.”

			Fwoosh!

			At least, that’s the closest approximation I can make to the sound that saved our lives, now the second-best sound I have ever heard. The zergling . . . it screamed. And then the adjutant let us know that another zergling had stopped transmitting vital signs.

			Things had gotten toasty warm in the elevator, but we cheered nonetheless. What’s a little sweat among still-living friends?

			• • •

			Dan and Red proceeded to bake a series of levels, choosing based on their best estimates combined with data from the adjutant. Let me tell you this: I would put money on a guess from those two men over confirmed decisions from anybody else in the Koprulu sector any day of the year.

			Five zerglings left. Four. Three. Two.

			Dan said that he had a couple educated guesses as to the location of the last pair of zerglings. He surmised that they might be moving in tandem with each other.

			And then Red sent the most sobering message of the evening.

			“Found them.”

			The zerglings were in the garage. Had been there the whole time, apparently, patrolling in the shadows. Clever monsters.

			After Major Treicher’s last prohibition raid, Red had built a remote-control system into his modified hellion to lock the garage entry door. He used it now to seal the zerglings inside with him. It was the same door that Treicher was guarding from the outside.

			“I’ve got the little bitches trapped, Major. Head downstairs and put your last bullet through Held’s forehead for me, okay?”

			Treicher didn’t like it. Neither did we. Red didn’t respond to our refusals, to our pleas for other options, to our tearful thanks. He was busy, as I am sure you can imagine. And he knew that there were no other options.

			A final note from his datapad: “You were right, Major. This stuff is dangerous. Stay off the sauce, kids.”

			Fwoosh.

			And then silence.

			And then, the adjutant. “Zergling 6e deceased. Zergling 5e deceased.”

			This time, we didn’t cheer.

			Red gave his life for us. For a bunch of snooty academicians who never really appreciated his brilliance, his quick mind, or his courage. And I swear he will never be forgotten.

			• • •

			We still had the matter of a deranged xenophobe locked underneath us, with access to weapons, chemicals, and months of neurotic planning. Dan tried to get the adjutant to open up the doors for us, or at least to help us track Dr. Held. The poor computer let us know that she was hamstrung by layers of security wrapped around this top-tippy-top secret portion of the facility. Even Branamoor, when prodded into some degree of coherency, couldn’t elicit the information.

			But . . . he kept glancing at Dr. Langridge. And she kept looking down at her hands.

			I could tell that something was up, and that was enough for me. I asked the flustered botanist what she knew about the sublevels. She didn’t respond. So Major Treicher lifted her pistol and asked the same question at a significantly higher volume.

			And Vera Langridge had a nice little surprise for us.

			“I’ve been working on the level beneath Held,” she whispered, eyes on the ground. “My work in the botany labs was largely for show. Orders from the emperor. Direct orders.”

			Branamoor had gone back to muttering that this was not his fault. I’m not proud, but I had heard enough at that point. I actually hit the man. With some degree of force. He popped backward onto his rear and then, mercifully, shut the hell up.

			Vera had access to the sublevels. Treicher ordered us all back into the elevator, saying that she was saving her last bullet for Held, but wouldn’t mind retrieving it from Langridge’s eye if she kept any more secrets.

			We were greeted with an open door, a single scarred and silent protoss—the sole survivor of Held’s experiments—and my Talise. It seemed that Held had finally gotten past his fear of the protoss and, in turning his back, had allowed Talise to set this one free.

			The major still has her bullet. The protoss didn’t leave much brain mass for it to get lodged into.

			Jake spoke with the alien, Kaeon, and told me that the protoss had “merged” with Held’s brain in a way that was heavy with religious overtones. And unfathomable rage.

			• • •

			So here we are. Sealed off under twelve floors of top secret government experimentation, two floors of even more top secret science, and the fairly oppressive smell of roasted zergling.

			Vera’s plants have been remarkably useful in providing a bit of O2, some food, and a slim degree of pardon. It’s hard to be too judgmental of someone who was simply obeying the orders that we had all agreed to.

			But forgiveness is easy to lend when the measure of one’s life can be counted in days. I’ve never been a praying man, but then again, I’ve never had much need for external help.

			Dear God, I hope somebody finds us.

			TA

		

	
		
			Lost Vikings

			By Matt Forbeck

			“We are not ready for this.” Erik Snabb squirmed in his viking’s harness as the craft scudded across the ice-blue sky of Braxis. The unwieldy machine handled like a rented mule, and he felt like getting out and beating it like one. Maybe he’d save that treatment for the engineer who’d come up with the idea of putting wings on a war walker and forcing it to fly. 

			“Speak for yourself, rookie,” Major Stortand Varg grunted at Erik over the open comm channel. “You knew what you were in for when you volunteered.” 

			The other members of the flight wing laughed. Erik’s cheeks burned in embarrassment. He took some small comfort in the fact that no one could see that. 

			Then Varg’s ugly, battle-battered mug popped up on Erik’s screen, glaring down at him. In the past, a hydralisk had slashed open the veteran’s face with one of its meter-long claws, and he hadn’t bothered with reconstructive surgery until it was too late to do him much good. The scar ran across his mouth, twisting his lips into a permanent sneer and exposing the metallic replacements for the teeth he’d lost in the battle. 

			To Erik, Varg’s face served as a stark reminder of the horrors of war that he’d hoped to leave behind. He’d flown a Wraith for the Dominion for just over a year during that distant tour of duty, and he’d loved every minute of it. Erik had never felt so alive as when he sat behind the controls of a fighter, feeling the power in his hands and keeping the galaxy safe for terrans. 

			He’d seen it as his obligation to use his talent and skills as a combat pilot where they could do the most good. Fighting for the Dominion against forces that threatened to strangle it in its crib had seemed like the smartest way to help the greatest number of people. The fact that he’d gotten to fly some of the most powerful and deadly machines around hadn’t hurt either. 

			That had lasted until he’d met Kyrie and fallen in love. Much as he adored flying, he just couldn’t stomach leaving her behind. He’d seen the way Kyrie wept for him every time he went off to battle, terrified that she would never see him again, and he knew that he couldn’t put her through that forever or, worse yet, leave her to mourn his death. 

			His superiors hadn’t been happy about his wanting to resign, of course. They’d harangued him about how the emperor had invested a fortune in his training and how Erik needed to spend the rest of his life repaying that. In the end, though, as much as part of him agreed with those officers, Erik had left. Once he’d discovered that Kyrie was pregnant, even Emperor Mengsk himself couldn’t have convinced him to stay. 

			As soon as his tour of duty was up, he and Kyrie got married. As his wedding gift to her, he mustered out, packed Kyrie and their sweet young daughter, Sif, onto an interplanetary transport, and took them here, to Braxis. 

			Lone and icy Braxis sat far enough away from the rest of the Dominion that Erik hoped he wouldn’t fall prey to the temptation to re-up. He almost gave in to it a couple of times after watching the news on UNN, but he always came to his senses before finding his way to a starport. 

			Instead, he’d gone back to his job flying transports across Braxis’s frozen wastes, hauling goods from one settlement to another and precious ore from the mines to the refineries. It paid well, although it kept him away from Kyrie and Sif for days at a time. It also gave him far too many moments alone with his thoughts. 

			The instant he mentioned leaving the planet, Kyrie knew what he meant. “You can forget it,” she said. “We have a good life here. It’s safe, far from all the troubles of someone forging an empire for himself, and it’s the kind of place our daughter has a real chance of growing up knowing both her mother and her father. Why would you want to change that?” 

			Erik shrugged. “I just don’t feel that useful here, is all. History’s happening out there somewhere, and we’re not even going to witness the footnotes.” 

			Kyrie shook her head. “Tell me that’s more important than your marriage. More important than letting your little girl keep her dad. Go ahead and do that, and then I’ll consider it.”

			He wanted to turn away, but she grabbed him by the chin and forced him to look at her. “Come on,” she said. “Try.” 

			He couldn’t manage it. He took her in his arms and held her until the urge to leave went away. He needed an awfully long time. 

			So he returned to his work and made the most of it. If that meant being just a truck driver, he meant to be the best damn truck driver around. He did a good job, and he moved up in the organization. His bosses kept him close to home and sent him only on shorter runs, so he got to spend more time with his family. 

			He’d made his peace. He felt content. Happy, even. 

			And then the zerg arrived. 

			All that precious ore Erik had been moving around the planet turned out to be just as valuable to the zerg as to the terrans. The aliens didn’t issue a warning when they invaded. They didn’t make any demands. They just squirted down to the planet’s surface and set to work taking what they wanted and slaughtering anyone who got in their way. 

			Kyrie was in tears when Erik finally made it home. Sif—sweet little blue-eyed Sif—had done her best to comfort her mother, but she had failed. The girl was so relieved to see her father that she raced up and leapt into his arms the moment he burst through the door. Then, once she felt safe, she allowed herself to weep too. 

			Erik had been listening to the UNN reports all the way home. He knew the planet was already lost, at least the Braxis he’d known. It was only a matter of time before the zerg scoured every terran from the face of the planet. Even if the emperor sent a force to stop them, the war between the two sides was sure to rip the settlements to pieces. Erik, Kyrie, and Sif had to leave now and hope there would be something to come back to later. 

			They were packing their things for the evacuation when the call came. The local recruiter told Erik that the military had concocted a plan to slow down the zerg, at least for a while. With luck, it would hold them off until most of the people on the planet had a chance to escape. But the Dominion needed more combat-ready pilots to help implement that desperate plan, and it needed them now. 

			Hearing that spurred Kyrie into action. “Go,” she said to Erik as she wiped the tears streaking her face. “Do whatever good you can. We’ll be waiting for you when you get back.” 

			Erik took just enough time to kiss Kyrie and Sif good-bye before he raced to meet the recruiter. 

			Within hours, Erik found himself in the cockpit of a viking, joining a unit of veterans as they rocketed toward the northern ridge of the Grendel Mountains, the spot where Command said the zerg had landed their invasion force. Erik hadn’t flown a fighter in over three years, and he’d hoped the muscle memory he’d relied on during his active-duty days would come back to him right away. 

			But the viking threw him hard. The controls bucked in his hands like reins on a wild horse. There was just too much for him to keep track of, and he hadn’t had any time to train with the damn thing before he’d been asked to climb into it. 

			“Are you sure you don’t have a Wraith back there somewhere?” Erik had said when the armorer told him he’d be operating a viking. 

			The man laughed at him and shook his head. “The few we had are out helping with the evacuation. You’re flying with Varg. You get a viking.” 

			Erik had spent so much time in his Wraith that it was like a natural extension of his body. By contrast, the viking felt like a violation, as if someone had surgically attached two extra legs, three extra arms, and a prehensile tail to him. The problem wasn’t that he didn’t know how to operate any individual piece; it was that he couldn’t figure out how to coordinate them in a way that didn’t feel as if he was going to trip and fall—or crash. 

			Of course, everyone else on the team had put in dozens, if not hundreds, of hours in these craft. These pilots worked together like a well-oiled machine, able not only to wield their vikings like fencers with sabers but to anticipate one another’s movements. It was as if their actions had been choreographed and practiced endlessly, the team a seamless whole but for the jagged bit of broken bone that Erik represented. 

			Erik had never been in a viking before—a real one, not a simulator—and he’d never met anyone in the crew, much less worked with them. He’d heard of Varg, who was a legend on Braxis, but the rest of the team remained a mystery. If there was a weak link in this chain, he knew who it was. He could only pray he wouldn’t snap and destroy them all. 

			“We’re practically there, kid,” Varg said, interrupting Erik’s reverie. “Time for regrets ended after takeoff.”

			“I wanted to defend my family,” Erik said, explaining now to Varg why he’d volunteered for this mission. “I didn’t realize it would be in one of these.” 

			“You got to choose whether or not to fight,” Varg said. “That’s more than the rest of us got. You just didn’t get to choose your weapon.” 

			“I know how he feels, though.” The voice belonged to Olaf Kraftig, a massive bear of a man flying off Erik’s starboard side. “These beasts are neither fish nor fowl. An armored walker that can convert into an aircraft? It doesn’t seem natural, does it?” 

			Varg laughed at the comment. “What do you have to say to that, Scorch?” 

			“Scorch” was the nickname for Captain Drake, a redheaded firebrand of a woman Erik had spotted in the hangar. They hadn’t spoken, but she’d snapped a quick salute at him as he climbed into his viking, and he’d reciprocated, more out of reflex than intent. 

			“It’s a machine that can do it all,” she said. Her voice was so raspy that Erik had to wonder how she’d damaged it. No one sounded that raw and throaty naturally, right? “Air superiority and ground-support capabilities. What’s not to love?” 

			“Might ask Johan,” Baleog Grym said in a bitter tone. “He was flying young Erik’s rig up until last week.” 

			The fifth and final member of the wing, Baleog hadn’t had much to say to Erik the entire trip. He seemed to resent Erik’s presence, to think the wing would be better off without him. Erik wasn’t sure he could disagree. 

			“What happened to Johan?” Erik said.

			“Put it this way,” Baleog said, grim as ever. “If he was still around, Varg here wouldn’t have asked for volunteers to take his place.” 

			Olaf threw back his head and laughed. “Too true!” 

			“He died in a training accident,” Scorch said. “He lost control of his craft while transforming from an assault walker to an air-superiority fighter. Smashed right into the ground.” 

			“Happens more often than you’d think,” Varg said. “There’s nothing easy about flying a viking. Only the best of the best can pull it off.” 

			Baleog grunted at that. “The best—or the desperate.” 

			“Look,” Scorch said, “there aren’t a whole lot of spare combat-tested terran pilots on Braxis these days. Varg wouldn’t have asked for Erik if we hadn’t been stuck.” 

			Erik felt his heart sink. “How desperate are you?” 

			“I wouldn’t have tapped you if I didn’t think you could hack it,” said Varg. “Having a bad pilot in a wing’s worse than being shy a ship.”

			“That’s the truth,” Baleog said. 

			“I went over your military records before you got the call. Your old commander said you were the best damn pilot he’s ever seen. Racked up the most kills in your unit.”

			“That true?” Scorch said. 

			“True enough,” Erik said with no trace of pride. 

			“Well, there haven’t been enough terrans here on Braxis, period,” Baleog said, a grudging note of respect in his voice. “Not since the protoss blasted the whole place clean.” 

			“Have you seen pictures of how it looked before?” Scorch said. “Mostly flat and round as a marble, with a mountain range here and there. Pretty standard stuff. Not now, though.” 

			Erik had spent a lot of time flying high over the planet’s icy surface. Some called Braxis a frozen graveyard. Erik preferred to think of it as a clean slate. 

			He marveled at the way it had re-formed after the apocalyptic heat from the protoss cleansing had turned every bit of water on the frozen planet to steam. From what Mr. Wotan—one of the first terrans to resettle Braxis—had said, most of the planet’s surface might have vaporized, but that didn’t mean it had disappeared. 

			After the horrifying job had been done and the protoss had left, the planet had cooled again, and all that water vapor in the sky had turned into snow and hail. The storms must have been almost as terrifying as the cleansing that had preceded them, vast oceans’ worth of precipitation falling back to cover the scoured lands, which had been exposed for the first time. The insane weather had created gigantic crystalline structures that seemed impossible, jutting from the surface like monstrous works of art or some dead god’s toys. 

			In many places, the ice had re-formed more solidly than ever. In others, it had formed a fragile latticework that looked stable but couldn’t be trusted. It might be able to hold tons of frozen water without collapsing under its own weight, but the right amount of pressure at the wrong angle could cause the entire area to give way. Although he’d never had to make an emergency landing in the wastes, Erik had heard tales of those who had, only to have the ice swallow their transports whole. 

			“Yeah,” Erik said. “It feels alien, but it’s beautiful.” 

			The words escaped his lips before he realized that he meant them. He’d learned to care about his new home since he and his family had moved here. Too bad he’d come to recognize it only now, when the zerg were about to drive them out. 

			“You got this far; you’re going to do fine, kid,” Varg said. “Time for us all to shut our yappers and concentrate on the task at hand. We hit the LZ in sixty seconds.” 

			Despite Varg’s encouragement, Erik winced at how ill-prepared he felt for this mission. The viking didn’t help. The way it moved read wrong to him, at least compared with the Wraiths he remembered so well. 

			“We’re coming in hot,” Varg said. “We need to put down a few klicks out from the site of the zerg infestation and leg it from there. Command thinks that should let us get closer to the trouble spot before they start firing at us.” 

			Rumor had it that the zerg had landed on the far side of the planet, a preliminary force that would soon blossom into a full-scale invasion. Braxis might be big enough to hold both species, but the zerg didn’t like to share.

			The Dominion had launched an airstrike against the infestation, but the zerg had brought the terran flyers down before they’d completed their mission. That was when some bright bulb in the command structure came up with the idea of sending the vikings. Soon after that, Erik was called in. 

			The evacuation of all nonessential personnel had begun, and Erik had been planning to leave with the rest of his family. He hadn’t thought the Dominion would need him if they’d already decided to abandon the planet. Maybe he shouldn’t have answered when they came calling, but the moment he heard who it was, he knew his hiatus from combat had ended. 

			Sif and Kyrie were still slated to go out with the second or third round of evacuees. They said good-bye to him that morning. Erik and Kyrie had agreed not to let Sif know what was happening, telling her only that she and Mommy were leaving on a trip and that Daddy would catch up with them as soon as he could. 

			Kissing them before he left—knowing that he might never see them again but unable to say anything that might tip off his sharp little daughter—was the hardest thing he’d ever done. 

			Right up until now. 

			“We’re here, Erik,” Varg said as the vikings skimmed down toward a bare patch of snow. “I want you on the ground first. Switch to assault mode now!”

			Erik hauled the viking back as hard as he could and punched the button to lower the aircraft’s legs. With any other machine, doing something like this would cause it to stall out, which would be fatal at this altitude. The rapid stop hurled him against his harness, but it held him tightly against the wild inertia. Now he understood why the viking had more than double the straps, pads, and packing that the Wraith had. All of the crazy ups and downs the craft went through as it switched from one mode to the other were brutal. 

			As Varg had ordered, Erik was the first to get his walker’s feet on the ground. Landing a viking was one of the trickiest maneuvers in the entire fleet. If he was going to crash, it was better if he didn’t land on any of the others and take them out too. 

			Erik had flown over the frozen wasteland that made up most of Braxis on more trips than he could count, but he’d always been safe inside his transport, a klick or higher in the air. This was the first time he’d been this close to any part of the planet’s surface outside of its few settlements. He wondered if the snow would hold him or if he’d sink right through to whatever it was covering—and he wondered how far down that would be. 

			The snow did give under the several tons of the viking’s weight, but the walker’s legs found solid ground to stand on only half a meter down. Whether it was ice or rock or something else entirely, Erik couldn’t tell. He just felt grateful it was there. 

			Enveloped by the dense white cloud his landing had kicked up, Erik couldn’t see a damn thing. He pushed the machine forward, and it slogged through the thick, heavy snow. The viking’s legs cut through the mess as if it weren’t there, but the movement felt sluggish. 

			Erik had operated only civilian walkers before, using them to help unload the cargo from his transport every now and then. That was probably another reason why Varg had sought him for the job. Not many pilots had any experience in a walker, even if it was just one of the stomping forklifts he’d tooled around in in the distribution center. 

			He didn’t know enough about military walkers to tell whether the machine’s movement was normal. Did its gait feel off due to the nature of the viking, or might it have something to do with the weather? At this point, he supposed it didn’t matter much. Either way, he’d have to put up with it and account for it. 

			Once he emerged from the mess that he and the others had churned up around the landing zone, Erik stopped to survey the landscape. A chain of snowcapped mountains was huddled off to what the heads-up display on his screen told him was the west. Or maybe they were mountains of snow. He couldn’t tell from this distance. 

			Icy plains yawned to the north and south, wind sending curls of white powder winding and cutting through the air. Nothing obstructed Erik’s view all the way to the darkened horizons but storm clouds scudding about in the distance, lightning strikes flashing across them, pregnant with thundersnow. 

			The sky lightened to the east as the sun’s first rays strove to break through the incessant cloud cover. They illuminated a long ridge that stretched for klicks in either direction, forming a sheer crystalline cliff that had to be hundreds of meters high. Under other circumstances, the vista would have stunned Erik with its stark beauty. Instead, the sight of a zerg infestation burrowing through the cliff threatened to turn his stomach. 

			Erik’s time with the Dominion military had been spent fighting other terrans, mostly rebels. He’d followed the struggle elsewhere against the zerg and the protoss through UNN broadcasts, but he’d never been ordered into battle against any aliens. He had seen dead zerg before but never a live one, not outside of a recording. Most people who did weren’t fortunate enough to survive the experience. 

			The way the bugs squirmed along the cliff’s ledges, abruptly disappearing and reappearing through a series of holes that had been eaten or drilled into them, reminded him of a termite infestation he’d seen as a kid. The termites had demolished the infrastructure of the house his family lived in. The exterminator told them the place was too far gone to be saved. The only thing to do was to have their home destroyed. 

			Erik wondered whether Braxis had reached that point of no return. He didn’t know how much it would take to remove the zerg from the planet, but if they had infiltrated it as they had already riddled the cliff, he couldn’t imagine that anything less than orbital bombardment would dislodge them. 

			“What the hell are we doing here?” Erik said.

			“Killing the bad guys,” Varg said. “First chance we get.” 

			Erik checked his rearview camera and saw that everyone else had emerged from the landing zone. Could the ice their vikings stood on handle this much weight? A viking might be able to fly, but when it walked on the ground, it made a deep impression. If they were on top of a frozen sea, Erik could envision breaking through the crust of ice and disappearing into the black waters below. 

			“Let’s march out.” Varg began trudging forward through the snow. He kicked up a haze as he went. Erik and the others fell in line behind him fast, and as a group they soon managed to cause visibility in the area to drop to only a few meters. 

			“What’s the plan from here?” Erik said. Maybe he should have just waited for Varg to start barking out orders, but he needed to know what he’d gotten himself into. 

			The major grumbled. Erik had a hard time making out the back of the man’s armor through the snow, and Varg strode only a few steps ahead of him. 

			“We’re meant to provide a distraction,” Varg said. “Our job is to keep these bugs occupied until Command gets the rest of our forces in line—or decides to turn tail and run along with the civilians.” 

			“They’re using us as bait.” Baleog gave Varg an approving grunt. “Drop us down on the far side of the zerg infestation and use us to draw their forces away from the settlements.” 

			“Right,” Varg said. “We don’t have to take the bugs out. We just have to pull their attention away long enough for our people to escape.” 

			“What about us?” Olaf said. 

			Erik hated the big man for asking the question. He’d wanted to ask it himself, but he feared the answer. Would it really be better to know? 

			“How about it, Varg?” Baleog said. “Do we constitute acceptable losses?” 

			“Damn right you do. We all do. What’s more important: a wing of vikings or every other terran on the planet?” 

			As long as “every other terran” included Kyrie and Sif, Erik knew how he’d answer that. 

			They trudged on in silence, their vikings carrying them closer and closer toward the icy cliff. Even though Erik could no longer see it through the snow whirling around them, he knew it was there, and he dreaded every step forward. Still, he didn’t let that stop him from marching on. 

			“Halt!” Varg said, raising one of his viking’s Gatling cannons to make sure he had everyone’s attention. 

			Erik and the others stopped in their tracks. The snow they’d kicked up settled down, swirling to the ground. The viking’s climate-control system kept Erik’s windshield clear, and he could soon see all the way to the ridge again. It sat much closer this time. 

			Varg gestured at the ridge with a Gatling cannon. Zerg drones squirmed in and out of countless tunnels in the icy face, parts of which had been coated with creep, a substance that reminded Erik of a spider’s webbing. It covered much of the ridge, turning the sparkling white surface a filthy gray. 

			Things that Erik didn’t recognize hung in the air over the ridge, scooting back and forth like flying jellyfish. He couldn’t tell what kind of zerg they were, but his HUD identified them as overlords. They were sprinkled with a strong force of mutalisks. 

			“We’re going in by ground until we get close enough to hit those bastards with as much firepower as we can muster. Vikings move too fast in the air for us to get decent targeting on anything standing there.” 

			Erik groaned. “You would think the engineers who built these things could have included guns that pointed down.” His Wraith had been able to attack both ground and air targets as it soared above the battlefield, and the lack of that flexibility pained him. 

			Baleog growled at him. “The viking is and remains the pinnacle of terran personal-combat systems. You want to fight something in the air? You get in the air and shoot it. You want to fight something on the ground? You slam down and get your feet dirty. No other weapon is as flexible or dangerous. Inside my rig, I can take on any terran machine and tear it apart. Anytime you think you’re up for it, you’re welcome to climb into a different ride and give that challenge a try.” 

			Erik muttered an apology. “I was only making a—”

			Baleog cut him off. “You might be the best damn transport chief around. Out here, you’re nothing but a baby bird with a big mouth. Now shut up and try to learn something that might keep you from getting us all killed.”

			Erik didn’t respond. 

			Varg pointed his Gatling cannon at the ridge again. “We go in fast before they notice us, then hit them hard with our big guns. Once that gets their attention, they’ll send out some ground troops to deal with us. We’ll jump into the air and switch to fighter mode before they reach us.” 

			The tip of Varg’s Gatling cannon rose up to target the airborne zerg. “From there, we go in and take out as many of those sky bugs as we can. Focus on the mutalisks first, the ones with wings. They’re the biggest threat.” 

			“And once we’re done with that?” asked Scorch. Erik liked that she thought ahead. 

			“We land and start taking out the ground bugs again. We keep at it until we get the word that it’s time to go home. Clear?” 

			“As ice,” Scorch said. The others chimed in as well. 

			The plan seemed like a good one. It had the benefit of simplicity, which Erik prized, given how little experience he had in a viking. Back when he’d been flying a Wraith, his commanders had employed the same sort of hit-and-run tactics, only without the wrinkle of landing and taking off again. Erik felt a surge of hope, which he hadn’t known since he’d first heard of the zerg invasion. 

			At Varg’s signal, they resumed their march. Once they got within what the major deemed to be an acceptable range from the zerg, he called a halt again. When the snow settled this time, Erik saw how large the ridge really was, and hope drained right out of him. 

			From this distance, Erik could see the color of the zerg carapaces, the bruised purples and unnatural greens that bulged out of their basic palette of shit browns. He could see their mandibles moving, chewing, and his stomach churned in disgust. He didn’t have much time to wallow in his growing sense of dread, though. 

			“Hit ’em hard!” Varg opened up with his Gatling cannons, and the rest of the vikings joined in. 

			Erik spun up his own cannons, one mounted on each of his walker’s shoulders, and let loose. A fire-hose spray of metal slugs spat out and tore through the hard-shelled zerg, the thick and viscous creep, and the honeycombed ice underneath. The viking’s carapace protected Erik’s ears from the thunderous racket the guns produced, but he could still feel the constant rattle of the discharge thrumming through his bones. 

			Baleog howled with glee as the vikings’ assault turned the zerg on the cliff’s face into dark purple paste, and Scorch and Olaf chimed in. The vikings had caught many of the creatures unawares, killing them before they had a chance to flee. Others, though, had managed to slip back inside the ridge through the myriad tunnels they’d chewed into it, disappearing from sight. 

			“Keep it up!” Varg said. “We got ’em on the run!” 

			A grin broke out on Erik’s face, and he found he couldn’t suppress it. Taking out the bugs was more of a thrill than he could have imagined. The fact that doing it might save his wife and child and everyone else in the settlements only made it that much better. 

			His guns began to glow. At first they just showed a hint of red around the tips, but it soon crept backward along the barrels, growing brighter. The heat from the friction of the bullets must have been tremendous, especially given how cold it was outside. 

			“Looking good, my little vikings!” Varg said. 

			Rather than burrowing into the ridge, one line of zerg made a mad dash for the foot of the cliff. Erik followed them with his weapons, tearing them to pieces. The few that he missed managed to escape into tunnels near the base, and Erik redoubled his efforts to blast the zerg out of there, exposing them in their hidey-holes one vicious bullet at a time. 

			“Watch it, kid!” Varg said. “Raise your guns! You keep that up, you’re liable to bring the whole—oh, shit.” 

			As Varg spoke, the face of the ridge began to collapse. It started with the small section near the bottom where Erik had been focusing his fire. He’d just spotted a huge infestation of zerg, and no matter how many bullets he’d fired at it, more of the creatures squirted out of their burrows as if there weren’t enough room for them all to hide. 

			That turned out to be true, Erik saw, when the first several meters of ice crumpled and gave way. The exposed zerg were packed in so tight that they almost exploded outward with the fragmented ice, and they scrambled for cover like cockroaches from light. They didn’t get far, though, before the rest of the wall tumbled down on top of them. 

			Without the ice at the base to support it, the wall’s face cracked and crumbled away, crashing to the ground like a combination of an avalanche and a waterfall. Erik could feel the impact through the viking’s insulation, rumbling like thunder that might never end. As the ice landed, it shattered and rolled up into the sky, forming a gigantic cloud that roiled out from the ridge like a tidal wave of snow. 

			“Dammit!” Varg said. “Brace yourselves!” 

			Erik had already planted his viking’s feet square on the ice to deal with the recoil from his Gatling cannons. He didn’t think the oncoming crush of snow could be much worse. As soon as it smacked into him, he realized how wrong he was. 

			The snow wasn’t the thin, stirred-up powder that obstructed his vision when he and the rest of the vikings strode across the land. This was solid, heavy stuff, shards of ice that had stood there since the planet had refrozen after the protoss purification. It slammed into him like a tank and drove him backward, burying him deeper with every centimeter he gave. 

			At first Erik fought hard, struggling to stay upright, but he soon realized it was pointless. He raised the walker’s Gatling-gun arms and did his best to ride the rising wave of snow. It swept his viking off its feet, and for a moment he felt as if the machine were treading water backward in a tsunami. 

			Then everything went white. And then it went black. 

			An avalanche hitting you was nature doing its level best to murder you. The noise—a low rumble like thunder from the ground—tumbled through him hard and fast until it felt as if it had absorbed him, as if he’d become a part of it. Although he could breathe just fine inside the viking, the avalanche’s speed and force rattled him against his restraints and knocked the wind from him. He was sure he was about to die, and if it was going to happen, he hoped it would be quick. At least then the sheer terror of the instant would be over and he’d be spared having to endure it any longer. 

			Employing his fear as a spur, Erik struggled to make the viking swim toward the surface of the avalanche, using its pumping legs and flailing weaponry to keep the craft upright as best as he could. After a moment, the force of the rolling snow ripped the bucking controls away from him and snatched his fate from his hands. As the viking spun down to a stop inside a massive crumble of ice, rock, and snow, the noise abated, and he realized he was alive—and stuck good. 

			Sounds of panic burst at Erik over the comm system. He couldn’t make out any of the words, not for sure. He just knew that the people he’d come here with were in a great deal of trouble, and he couldn’t do a thing to help them. 

			“Report!” Varg said. He might have been saying it for a while. “Shelve that damn squealing and report!” 

			The immediate danger over, Erik felt new dread over his situation threaten to reach up and swallow him. Hearing the officer’s strong, stolid voice gave him a lifeline to hang on to. “Here!” Erik said. 

			“Present,” said Olaf. 

			“Yo!” said Baleog. 

			No one else responded. 

			“Scorch?” Varg said. “Dammit! Scorch?” 

			Nothing. 

			Then her voice came over the comm, soft and weak but clear. “I’m, ah . . .” she said. “Um, here.” 

			“Anyone got a visual on her?” 

			“I don’t got any visual at all,” said Baleog. “I’m buried up over my head.” 

			“I’m afraid I’ve fallen over,” said Olaf with a pained grunt. 

			Erik peered out through his windshield and saw little but a dim gray. He supposed that was a good thing. If he were buried deep, it would be nothing but utter blackness. The fact that he could see anything meant he wasn’t too far beneath the avalanche’s surface, or so he hoped. 

			“No visuals here.” He tried to move his viking’s arms. His Gatling cannons had been so hot that he wondered if they had melted any snow that came near them. Instead, it felt as if they’d been encased in blocks of flash-frozen ice. “Can’t move my guns either.” 

			“Don’t panic,” Varg said. “We’re not licked yet.” 

			“Sure,” said Baleog. “As long as your name’s not Scorch.” 

			“Not helping.” Varg hesitated for a moment. “Anyone got mode-transformation controls operational?” 

			Erik checked his HUD. The diagnostics section glowed green across the board, except for his guns, which were highlighted in bright yellow. “I’m good,” he said. 

			“Me too,” said Baleog. “My rig’s left leg’s shattered, but my cockpit’s still intact.” 

			“Affirmative,” said Olaf. “My cockpit has maintained integrity as well. I lost one of my cannons, though. A rock clipped it clean off.” 

			“Fire those engines up,” Varg said. “Activating your vertical-lift jets ought to generate enough heat to bust you loose.” 

			“How about you?” asked Baleog. 

			The major grunted. “I’m in one piece, but the avalanche spun me upside down. I fire up my engines, and I’ll go in the wrong direction. Might be able to break free, though, if you three can loosen things up for me.” 

			“We can manage that, right?” said Erik. “We’ve already accomplished our mission, which should give us plenty of time. And we did a lot more than just distract the zerg. That avalanche should have crushed them too. The clock’s on our side.” 

			Baleog let loose a sharp, bitter laugh. “You don’t know much about the zerg, do you?” 

			Erik, who had been pretty thrilled about the avalanche until he was caught up in it, felt his heart sink. “How could anything have survived that?” 

			Varg coughed a weak laugh. Erik wondered if the man was hurt worse than he wanted to let on. 

			“The zerg are burrowers, kid,” Varg said. “As long as that icefall didn’t crush them flat, they have everything they need to dig themselves out of it.” 

			“Must have got some of them, though,” Baleog said. As gruff as he sounded, Erik detected a note of fear lacing his words. “Right?” 

			“Sure,” Varg said. “Maybe. But all of them? Not a chance. They’re out there, and they’re pissed.” 

			“Pissed and looking for revenge.” Olaf’s voice sounded small for a man as large as he was. 

			Varg only grunted at that. 

			Erik started to activate his viking’s fighter mode as fast as he could. He set it up in sequence, in his head running through the checklist that Varg had gone over with him again and again on the flight out. When Erik reached the part about making sure his ship wasn’t held down or restrained in any way—because that might result in an overload that could cause the viking’s engines to explode—he skipped right over it. He didn’t have much choice. 

			“Fuel rerouted? Check,” he said to himself. “Power to legs cut? Check.” 

			He reached out and grabbed the lever that would transform his viking’s arms into wings. He squeezed the green safety trigger on the end of it, then hauled on the lever with as much muscle as possible. 

			Nothing happened. Not a damn thing. 

			He swore and pulled on the lever again, putting his whole back into it. He could feel the lever start to give, but he feared it might snap off in his hand. He listened hard and thought he could hear the viking’s servos whining in protest as they tried to dislodge his craft from what had to be at least a ton of snow on top of it. 

			“I’m stuck!” he said. “Standard operating procedure not providing results. Any ideas?” 

			“I am stuck as well,” said Olaf. 

			“Try activating your VTOL jets,” Varg said. “Just by themselves. Put as little juice into them as you can.” 

			“How about we disable the auto-shutdown circuit?” Erik said. It made him nervous to try it; the governor had been installed to keep him from accidentally breaking the ship. Now, though, he needed every bit of help he could squeeze out of the machine, dangerous or not. 

			“Can’t hurt,” Varg said. “Well, it could blow you up, but that’s the least of our problems.” 

			“Wha’s that?” Scorch said. “Wha’s that noise?”

			“Scorch!” Varg said. “You need to snap out of it.” 

			“Somethin’—somethin’s out there,” Scorch said, concern creeping into her pain-drunk voice. “Can hear it scratchin’ on m’rig.” 

			“That’s the zerg!” Varg said. “You got to move, Scorch! Do something now!” 

			A horrible cracking noise sounded over the comm. Erik had no doubt where it had come from, but it still made him jump. 

			“Dammit,” Baleog said, his tone so soft with horror that Erik had to strain to hear him. “They found her.” 

			A scream leapt out of the comm and pierced the air in Erik’s cockpit. “Get off me!” Scorch said, her voice sharpened by terror. 

			There was something then that sounded like clicking and gnashing and squishing all together and all at once. Erik shuddered at it. 

			“No! NO!” Then there was another horrible gurgling noise—something far too human—that was cut short. 

			Erik wanted to bellow in rage at the zerg. He hadn’t known Scorch that well. He’d never worked with her before today. But he ached to pulverize every last one of those damn creatures that had killed her. 

			Instead, he cut out the safety protocol that included the auto-shutdown circuit and gunned his VTOL jets. He felt them thrum to life. He might be too late to save Scorch, but if he didn’t get moving, he’d be too late to save himself as well. 

			“Come on,” he said. “Come on!” 

			He tried to move his viking’s legs and found that the snow around them had loosened. It had probably vaporized into scalding steam. He knew that if he stopped his jets now, the ice would re-form around the legs in a matter of seconds and trap him even tighter in Braxis’s frozen shell. 

			He gave his VTOL jets a bit more gas and felt his armor shake from head to toe. Something would have to give soon. He just hoped it wouldn’t be the viking. If he overdid it with the jets, they might malfunction, and that would kill him faster than a zerg. At least it would be over quick. 

			Still, dead was dead, and Erik wasn’t ready to give up yet. He gunned the VTOL jets again, and this time he heard a horrible crack. 

			Daylight appeared above him, almost blinding him with its brightness. 

			The snow beneath his VTOL jets had gone from solid to steam, and the pressure from that had built up around his viking until it had to find some way to escape. Instead of crushing his craft, the steam had expanded upward until it located a weakness in the layers of snow under which he was buried, blowing them away. 

			“You all right, kid?” Varg said.

			“That sounded like his craft detonated,” said Olaf, his voice filled with awe. 

			“Better than being eaten by the zerg,” said Baleog. 

			Erik wanted to respond, but he was too busy getting his viking into the air. He was used to flying something more reasonable. Moving from a stand to zipping through the air was never easy. Even an expert like Varg would have a hard time getting a viking to pop out of a deep hole without sending the craft into a spin. 

			Erik wrestled with the controls, trying to reorder the proper maneuvers that would get him airborne and stable. He managed to slip from the hole fast enough, but he came out at a slight angle that sent him sideslipping back toward the ice. He had to swing down the vertical jets hard, and then he fought for balance like a tightrope walker struggling through a tornado. 

			But he survived it. A moment later, he punched the control that triggered the rest of the transformation. The craft’s legs folded in, and the wings at his shoulders stretched out, giving him the kind of lift he needed to stay in the sky. 

			“I’m out!” he said. 

			Baleog whooped with delight, and Varg chimed in. 

			“Excellent work!” Olaf said. “Is it possible you could give us a hand?” 

			“Hold on,” Erik said. “Let me see what I can do.” 

			He stopped short of kicking in his craft’s rear jets. If he gave the engines their head, he’d be fully airborne, and the viking’s momentum would make it hard for him to come back and help the others. Of course, landing his viking on the ice would leave him vulnerable to burrowing zerg, but Erik knew he didn’t have a choice. He had to try to dig out his compatriots. 

			The only problem was that he had no idea where they were. Not only had the avalanche spun him dizzy, but it had also taken out most of his sensors. He couldn’t pinpoint where he was, much less where the rest of the pilots were trapped. 

			“I can’t see you,” he said. “Can you—I don’t know—send up a flare or something?” 

			An instant later, the snow about ten meters in front of him began to glow from some light source far below the surface. 

			“Does that help?” Olaf said. 

			“Nice headlights,” Erik said. “I’m coming over.” 

			He moved his craft to the spot where the freshly turned snow glowed, and then he lowered his legs again. He fired the VTOL jets straight down and peered over to see the ice melt away beneath them. But it was hard for him to look in that direction, and the buried viking remained hidden. 

			Erik didn’t want to just melt anything he stood over until the others appeared. For one, he’d soon run out of fuel or time. For another, he had to be careful not to melt them as well as the snow. The viking’s shell would protect them from some of the heat, but it wouldn’t shield them from a sustained burn. 

			“If you could bring yourself back about two meters,” Olaf said, “that might do the trick.” 

			Olaf wasn’t shining his headlights straight up but at an angle, Erik realized. He moved away from the surface of the avalanche’s ruin and gunned his jets hard. As they lifted him into the air, he saw the top of Olaf’s viking appear, and the big man whooped with joy. 

			Erik moved to the side fast, and a moment later Olaf’s craft rose from its frozen grave to hover beside him. 

			“How about the rest of you?” Erik said. “Where are you?” 

			“Get the hell out of here!” Varg said. “Those mutalisks have to be coming back by now.” 

			Erik glanced up, which he had been too busy to do before, and saw how right Varg was. High above, a huge number of flying zerg, more than he cared to count, were diving toward him. He didn’t know when they’d spotted him—if it was when he’d burst out of the ice or when he’d fired his VTOL jets to free Olaf. Either way, his time was running out. 

			“We got a minute.” Erik wasn’t sure whether he was lying, but he wasn’t about to give up. “Show me a signal—something—and we’ll get you loose.” 

			“I’m stuck facedown,” said Varg. “Headlights might not do much good.” He hesitated for a moment. “See anything?” 

			Erik scanned the churned-up ice and snow. He thought he saw something glowing, but when he moved his viking forward, it turned out to be just a trick of the sunlight. If it were darker, he might be able to see the lights from Varg’s viking, but he couldn’t sit there and wait for the sun to set. 

			“Guns?” Erik suggested. It was dangerous for the major to fire blind, but at this point they were running out of options. 

			“Damn things are frozen solid.” 

			“Same problem here,” Baleog said, “but I think I got my jets working. Give me a second.” 

			“Argh! Dammit!” Varg said. “I can hear them! They’re tearing against my armor!”

			“Where are you?” Erik said. “Show me something! Anything!” 

			“Get clear! I’m a dead man, but I’m going to take as many of these bastards as I can with me!” 

			“Hold on!” Baleog said. “Give me five more seconds!” 

			“I don’t think I can—gah! They breached my cockpit!” 

			Erik studied the snow below him, but the avalanche had stripped it of any features. Other than the holes that he and Olaf had made, he couldn’t see any difference between one part of the ice slide and another. All he knew was that the major was down there, dying. 

			The sound of gunshots cracked over the comm, mingled with Varg’s bellows of anger, frustration, and rage. The major fired round after round into the creatures, determined to kill as many zerg as he could. Erik could tell he wasn’t going to bother saving a bullet for himself. 

			Erik wanted to melt every bit of snow until he found the man and rescued him, but he knew there wasn’t time. The only thing he and Olaf could do now was get themselves into the air as fast as they could. 

			He looked up and saw a mutalisk right on top of them. The great bat-winged creature glared with its deep-set red eyes as it angled its massive tail toward him, the fanged and gaping maw on the tip reaching for him with ravenous intent. 

			Olaf was already transforming his viking into its airborne mode. As the mutalisk got nearer to him, he gunned his jets and was gone. 

			Erik tried to do the same, but he could see that he would never make the transformation in time. Instead, he did his best to backpedal from the creature. His only hope was that the bug had misjudged the distance to the ground and would smack into it before it could correct its course. 

			But the mutalisk hauled up at the last instant, the bottom of its thrashing tail hanging over the top of the snow. The creature had come so close to crashing, though, that it had to wind up its tail tight to cushion its partial landing on the ice. 

			The zerg bounced as if it were hopping on the curl of its backside, flapping its wings wide and hard. Then the ground beneath the mutalisk exploded. The blast tore it to shreds and sent Erik’s viking skidding backward. 

			When he managed to get the viking’s legs back underneath it, Erik wanted to stare into the smoking crater that had appeared, but he knew that indulgence might cost him his life. Having been granted another chance to survive, he wasn’t inclined to waste it. 

			He punched the controls that would launch his viking into the air, and he shoved himself back into his harness, preparing himself for the impending tug of inertia. He glanced up and saw that the gathering of zerg coming his way had spread out to become a blanket. If he didn’t move fast, it would close over him like a net. 

			The viking rocketed forward. If the transport he had driven for a living was a lumbering beast, the viking was a speedy jungle predator: quick, nimble, and almost impossible to control. He felt it struggling to escape his mastery, and he knew that if he let his grip over the craft slip even in the slightest, he might not live long enough to regret his error. 

			Olaf had drawn some of the mutalisks away, but just as many of them converged on Erik’s craft. His HUD brought up targeting reticles centered on two oncoming mutalisks, and he took the hint. With the squeeze of a trigger, he let loose a matched pair of Lanzer torpedoes. 

			To Erik, it seemed as if they barely moved faster than his viking, and he feared that he might reach the mutalisks at the same time as his munitions. The torpedoes slammed into the creatures and detonated, sending shrapnel and bits of zerg everywhere. As Erik piloted his viking through the blast, debris splattered across the aircraft’s windshield, splashes of acid etching fragile trails along its surface. 

			Erik couldn’t help but throw back his head and whoop in triumph. But his elation lasted only a moment. 

			“Baleog?” Olaf said over the comm system. Erik spotted the freed pilot’s viking beyond the perimeter of the overlords, circling back to join him. 

			“Varg loosened up the ice packed around me,” the buried pilot said. “Just need another few seconds.” 

			Erik looked back and scanned the fractured ice. A little ways off from the smoking crater where Varg’s viking had been, he spied the top of another viking poking out of the ice. He also saw a number of mutalisks converging on it. The explosion might have scared them off for a bit, but they seemed to be getting over their fear fast. 

			“You’re out of time,” Erik said as he nosed his craft toward Baleog’s snow-mired viking. 

			“There are too many of them,” Olaf said. Erik saw his viking peeling off. “We cannot take them all on.” 

			“We don’t need to,” Erik said. He knew how to handle himself in a dogfight, and for the first time today his confidence surged. The familiar rush of endorphins from engaging in midair battle felt just as great as he remembered. “We play the mutalisks here like Varg planned to play the whole force.” 

			“Right!” said Olaf. “It’s not necessary to challenge them all. We just need to draw them away from Baleog until he can get free.” 

			“Exactly!” 

			Erik headed for a point to the far right of the bulk of the mutalisk flock. As he went, he started to let loose round after round of torpedoes. He didn’t much care what they hit as long as they hit something. In such a target-rich environment, he knew they were sure to manage that. 

			As the first few torpedoes blasted apart a group of mutalisks that had been flapping too close to one another, Erik spotted another set of Lanzers zipping over his right shoulder. They found targets of their own and added to the mayhem. 

			“I can smell them!” Baleog said. “The zerg. They’re ripping through my armor. They’re coming for me!” 

			“Just hold on!” Erik glanced back over his shoulder to spy Olaf zooming up behind him, and the sight put a grin on his face. A huge flight of mutalisks that had been closing in on Baleog peeled off from that attack vector and set itself on Erik’s and Olaf’s tails instead. Their ploy had worked. 

			A scattering of glowing green glave wurms lanced through the sky. A few of them brushed close to Erik’s viking, but none found their targets. The vikings were just too far away, and Erik aimed to keep it that way—at least long enough to give Baleog a chance. 

			“We bought you that time, Baleog!” Erik said into the comm system. “Use it!” 

			“I can hear them outside! They’re tearing at my hull!” 

			“Punch it!” Erik said. “Go, go, go!” 

			For a moment, the comm went quiet, and Erik feared that roaches had destroyed Baleog’s antenna. They might be tearing him to pieces, Baleog screaming his guts out, but Erik and Olaf would never hear a thing. Maybe he should think of that as a mercy. 

			Then the ice surrounding Baleog’s craft sloughed away, and a third viking joined Erik and Olaf in the freezing air. Baleog roared in wordless triumph. 

			“I’m good!” Baleog said as he cleared the bug-filled portion of the sky. “Let’s get out of here!” 

			The mutalisks were nimble little bastards, and they moved fast to hem in the vikings. The zerg had nothing on the terran craft when it came to sheer power, though. Erik and Olaf were able to evade the mutalisks’ attacks until they could find daylight and break free. Soon enough, the pilots flew alone. 

			Once away from the zerg, they brought their craft around in a wide arc designed to intersect with Baleog’s path, which curved to reach them too. Within minutes, they were flying in formation, with Erik at the point and the others at his wings. 

			Erik glanced at his rearview camera to see the ruin of the ridge, the avalanche of ice and snow that had fallen at its base, and the wide column of smoke and steam still rising from where Varg’s viking had exploded. He shook his head in disbelief. So much destruction in such a short time. 

			“Think that did the trick?” Baleog said. 

			“I certainly hope so,” Olaf said. “I don’t think we could survive another incident like that.” 

			“I’ve got the only ship in one piece,” Erik said. “I could go back and give them hell.” 

			“Forget that, rookie,” Olaf said. “You saved my life there. You try to return, and I’m coming with you.” 

			“I think we’ve lost enough vikings for today,” said Baleog. “Let’s head home—for as long as it’s still there.” 

			“I’ll bet they left the taps open at the tavern,” said Olaf. “Drinks are free until doomsday.” 

			“Right,” Erik said in a solemn voice. With luck, Kyrie and Sif would be safely away before he and the other vikings made it back to the base, and they’d have some time to kill before the last transport left. “We have fallen friends to toast, and their tale to tell.” 

		

	
		
			Week 16

			@HelekBranamoor: Her appointment was pushed through from the top. I didn’t even want to hire her!

				How could I have ever . . . It’s not my fault. It is NOT. It’s not my fault . . . This is not my fault.

			@TalenAyers: @HelekBranamoor Stop saying that.

			@LeeTreicher: Quiet, people. We are now separated from our food and any reasonable defenses.

			@VeraLangridge: I bagged some supplies. There isn’t much variety, but we have food and fluids.

			@DanielRothfuss: @LeeTreicher Be warned: our datapads will not function within the heightened security of the sublevels.

			From: Emperor Valerian Mengsk

			To: Blackstone Research Staff

			Subject: Greetings, salutations, apologies, and commendations

			To the soon-to-be-renowned research staff of Project Blackstone:

			I have only just come across my father’s well-hidden record of your facility, and apologize for any worry or duress the recent calamity (and subsequent quiet) may have caused you. I had this ship sent in your direction the very minute I learned of your existence.

			I realize that this letter may come as something of a surprise to you. My father was never one to deal directly with “the talent,” as he called those employed in the Dominion research departments. I do not know if you are aware of the most recent developments in our government, but suffice it to say that several relatively significant changes have been implemented. I know that there are fierce loyalists among your ranks, but I believe that a truly honest intellect will be aware, to some degree, of the flaws in my father’s grand design.

			The days of military oppression, forced labor, and unlawful conscription are coming to an end. I have already begun establishing new regulations and limitations for the senate to weed out corruption and ensure that it stands as a clear and unwavering voice of the people. Our military will be repurposed to protect the people instead of proscribing them. 

			This new order of rule, this new Dominion, shall be maintained by liberty and justice to the citizens of mankind, those courageous pioneers who have fought through horrors unimaginable to become stewards of this distant end of the universe. Never again will fear, greed, or alien threats force us from our rightful place in the Koprulu sector, or from the sacred human desire for freedom.

			Now let’s get down to brass tacks. 

			Your jobs are still intact. While I plan to effect some sweeping structural transformations across the Dominion, your own shadowy corner of the human effort here in the fringes holds great value to me. I have ever been a patron of the sciences, and even endeavored to hire (or find) many of you after my father had spirited you away. I would, however, like to discuss a change of venue. And . . . architecture.

			The battleship delivering this message and ambassadors to your front door is accompanied by a Kurzweil-class science vessel, an experimental craft I have been designing for the past couple of years. I think you will find it to be a fitting upgrade to your current situation. I would like your team to continue its ambitious study of the universe, but now in a more mobile and active role.

			My ambassadors can fill you in on the rest of the details, but know this: you have the emperor’s blessing to explore the mysteries of this sector according to the dictates of your own intellect. With this autonomy, I also grant you the right to reorganize your facility for maximum effectiveness. My father was a brilliant man in many ways, but he had a blind spot when it came to his comrades from the Sons of Korhal. He would occasionally set his old friends into positions better suited to experts. While I find loyalty to be a valuable quality on the battlefield, it has no place in academia.

			More important, your “voluntary” admission into Project Blackstone has been transformed into a paid position. A very well-paid position, at that. A society’s values are often expressed by what it invests its time and money into, and you will quickly learn that I value nothing more highly than the clarity and light that come from unfettered research.

			Please let me know your decision regarding whether you look to continue with Blackstone. I pray that you all elect to remain on the project; there is so, so much more out there for us to discover.

			Sincerely,

			Emperor Valerian Mengsk

		

	
		
			Momentum

			By Danny McAleese

			All at once, the explosions stopped.

			For a long and eerie moment, silence reigned. Then, slowly, the plumes of white and gray smoke that choked the combat zone rose lazily into the still air. Revealed beneath, like some cruel magician’s trick, the full scope of the smoldering battlefield faded into stark, naked view.

			The protoss had been brutally thorough in their attack. Shattered combat suits that had once been living, breathing marines lay scattered in various stages of destruction. Some lay scorched by particle disruptors, their armor penetrated by the unrelenting stalker fire. Others had met a more surgical demise, sliced to pieces by the searing energy of a zealot’s psionic blades. All of them were lifeless.

			Or nearly all.

			The apparent stillness of the Kel-Morian encampment was broken by sudden movement. One by one, from the back of the ranks, soldiers began creeping their way forward. They were marauders, lumbering in their mammoth armored suits—firebats, dragging the blackened and glowing barrels of their Perdition flamethrowers. Their once-neat formations were in fragments, like the twisted wreckage of the installation they were tasked to defend. But they had held. They still breathed. And that, to them, was victory.

			Captain Marius Blackwood saw none of this. On either side of his racing siege tank, the strange Morian terrain blurred by. As vast, reaching plains of red dust stretched out in all directions, Marius focused upon the small, closed world of his forward viewport. Instead of the shrill blaring of the stronghold’s Klaxon horns, he heard only the reassuring thrum of the engine beneath him.

			“Enemy forces are in rout,” came the voice over his comm. The words were as synthetic as ever: robot-directed instructions piped in from central Command. “All squads report to platoon commanders. Primary objective alpha. Perimeter breach at—”

			Marius thumbed the kill switch of his headset, stopping what he knew would be an endless stream of useless electronic chatter. His well-callused hand closed over the shift lever without even a glance downward. The Arclite shuddered for an instant as it roared into the next gear, treads kicking up great billowing clouds of crimson dust in their wake.

			But Marius saw none of that either. He saw only the colossus.

			The thing was absolutely massive—an intimidating monster silhouetted against the grim, blasted landscape. He watched as it retreated on long, spidery legs, its strange, otherworldly head turned backward to cover its escape. It was still way beyond range. Marius knew it would continue to outdistance his siege tank, except for one tiny detail.

			It was limping.

			The lone robotic walker lacked the speed and grace it’d had when the war machines first attacked the compound. This one had suffered some damage. Rolling the zoom forward on his targeting screen, Marius could make out its badly crippled leg. With each step the walker took, the leg dragged heavily behind it.

			He gunned the engine. Far ahead, the empty plain gave way to the darker shapes of distant, jagged mountains. He would need to get the colossus before it reached them. Marius locked the reticle on his target, his eyes drawn to the proximity readout that flashed below. There was only one thing he was sure of: it would be close.

			A white light blinked rapidly on the console before him. Marius did his level best to ignore it and almost succeeded; then he sighed as he punched it with his fist. On the cracked, filthy viewscreen, a familiar figure came into view.

			“Blackwood!” the lieutenant colonel cried. “Where in the hell do you think you’re going?”

			“Forward,” Marius replied snidely. Already he could tell what kind of conversation this was going to be.

			“Forward my ass,” the lieutenant colonel reprimanded him. Her blue eyes gleamed brightly even through the dirt and grime of the splintered viewscreen. “Party’s over, Captain. Get back here now. We’ve got—”

			Without warning, the siege tank was rocked by a brilliant explosion. Hydraulic actuators in the undercarriage absorbed most of the impact, but they didn’t stop Marius’s head from its impromptu meeting with the forward console. He struggled to maintain control, fingers going reflexively into his dark tangle of hair. They came back covered in blood.

			“I thought the enemy had been routed!” Marius roared into his mic, eyes sweeping the landscape through his viewport. Despite all the missions he’d run in this thing, the veteran driver still didn’t fully trust his sensor screens.

			“They have been,” the lieutenant colonel snapped. “But you’re too far forward. You’re running into retreating stragglers, Captain. You’re way out in front—”

			Another blast shook his tank, this time only a glancing blow. Turning to one side, Marius laid eyes on his new enemy. A single stalker had targeted him as it fled, moving in the same general direction that he was. Its legs were an astonishing blur of speed as it scrambled away.

			It shouldn’t be here, he thought curiously. By now the stalker should’ve blinked away to join its robotic counterparts. Perhaps it was damaged. Whatever the case, Marius wasn’t going to give it the chance to prove him wrong.

			He acted. It was always this way when he drove. Through years of practice, Marius had learned how to become one with his machine. As a result, there was no delay between thought and action as he jerked the control wheel to the left.

			The tank responded sharply to his input. Skidding wildly, Marius waited until the stalker was lined up in his sights before jamming his right foot on the opposite stabilization pedal. There was a tremendous roar as the tank shuddered, righted itself, and came out of the skid without missing a beat. It continued forward at a terrifying speed.

			Gotta keep up that momentum, a voice echoed inside his head. You lose it, and they’ll punch your ticket.

			Cione. Again. Marius winced, squeezing his temples with a dirty thumb and forefinger. “Not now, brother,” he said softly. “I’m kinda busy.”

			The stalker’s torso had swiveled forward, presumably to calculate the best angle of escape. It turned back to find sixty-plus tons of steel bearing down upon it. Quickly leveling its disruptor cannons, the enemy managed a single ill-placed shot before Marius squeezed the trigger on his 80mm. The twin blasts tore through the robot’s remaining shield, blowing it to pieces only a split second before the siege tank drove over its broken frame.

			Marius felt the satisfying crunch of metal giving way beneath his treads. A quick glance into the rear HUD revealed shattered fragments of the walker flying in every direction. At least these things died properly. Not like the zealots, who disappeared in a creepy flash whenever you killed them. A shudder ran through him. That had always spooked him out.

			“Nice one,” the lieutenant colonel’s voice crackled over the comm, and not without a shade of sarcasm. “Okay, you’ve had your fun, Captain. Turn around now.”

			Her last word came with stern intensity, and for good reason. Marius had already nosed the tank over so it was once again pointed at the colossus.

			He keyed his mic. “Be back in a minute,” Marius said innocently. The tank was nearly at full speed again, racing across the red landscape, kicking up dust. He allowed himself to relax for a moment. The scream of the engine was almost soothing.

			“I’m ordering you to return immediately!” the lieutenant colonel went on. “I know what you’re doing and there’s no way you’ll get that thing. Besides,” she said after a short pause, “radiation levels are still unsafe.”

			Marius glanced to his right, where a dark and ominous cloud hung motionless in the pink sky. This was all that remained of the tactical blast that had ultimately turned the battle for them. Somehow, a ghost had gotten in deep. Perhaps too deep—rumor over the comm was that the poor bastard had probably cashed his chips calling it in.

			To be honest, Marius had no idea why. The Kel-Morian settlement they were assigned to defend was officially known as Remote Mining Station Four—another dig hole, like just about everything else on this planet. This one sat in the center of a vast dust sea, surrounded by a whole lot of nothing in every direction. So much, in fact, that the “Four” had long ago been painted over with the word Forsaken.

			As mining colonies went, Forsaken Station was unusually militarized, as if it protected something important. Something the protoss wanted pretty badly, judging by the amount of firepower they’d thrown at it.

			Not that Marius cared. None of those details were any of his concern. 

			All he knew was that, from the very beginning, the battle had been savage. The initial onslaught of the protoss ground forces had been backed by three lumbering colossi. Marius had never seen a colossus before, but it didn’t take long for him to be impressed. The juggernauts towered hellishly over everything else on the battlefield, tearing the combat zone to fiery shreds with the superheated beams of their thermal lances.

			Two of the behemoths were eventually brought down. It was a feat that required a full wing of vikings and more dead pilots than he cared to count, and only after an entire team of goliaths had sacrificed themselves as well. Those soldiers had died especially badly. Marius could still hear their agonizing screams as their machines were turned molten, instantly liquefying around their bodies.

			And still he felt nothing.

			It was horrible, the worst kind of horrible, but Marius couldn’t bring himself to care. These people were nothing to him—all of them strangers, down to the last. They laughed; they played; they joked about everything . . . and they were young. So damned young. They palled around with each other as if they were old friends, even though they weren’t, and that was what pissed off Marius the most.

			It was the same everywhere he went. No matter which backwater planetoid he set treads on, people shunned him. In time, some learned to become outright afraid of him. They claimed he took too many risks and cared too little for their own safety. On the battlefield he was reckless, fearless, dangerous. One of his commanders had even called him bloodthirsty. Marius had come perilously close to laying the man out when he said that. But the more he thought about the comment, the more he realized how much it applied.

			Of course, every once in a while, a group would try to include him in their camaraderie. He was to play the role of grizzled, battle-scarred veteran, imparting his knowledge and fatherly wisdom to his younger brothers-in-arms. It was sickeningly cliché. Every time it began, he stomped all over it.

			In the end they would always shrug and go their own way. They developed kinships, formed bonds, and became brothers in battle. But they were not his friends. Not his brothers-in-arms.

			And that was because all of his brothers were dead.

			Stoltzfus, Tallman, Marciniak. Cione. All of them were gone. At first Marius had blamed the fight: the protoss and their deadly weapons, the seemingly never-ending swarm of zerg. Hatred for his enemies had taken his friends’ place in his heart, filling the void that they left behind. But, as veterans often did, Marius Blackwood eventually realized that his true enemy was not the one he’d been facing on the battlefield over the long years.

			The real enemy was time.

			Time had taken his friends. It had erased them, eradicated them from the hearts and minds of all who would ever remember them. Of the five of them, Marius was the last. And when he was gone?

			It would be as if they had never existed at all.

			A flashing red alarm pulled him back to the present. Marius punched another button, signaling his acknowledgment that the Arclite’s engine was approaching the redline. He wasn’t worried. He’d driven this machine through far more dangerous situations, taxing it to the very edge of its critical-failure limits and sometimes beyond. He knew what it could do better than the engineers who’d designed and built it.

			Up ahead, his target was noticeably closer. Marius could see its broken leg more clearly now. A steady stream of dust hung in the air behind it, marking the places where it had dragged. The planet’s windless environment created a long, foolproof trail that led straight to the giant walker.

			But Marius didn’t need a trail. All he needed was one good shot.

			“Captain!” the voice on the comm was shouting. “One last time: Get back here!”

			The comm signal was breaking down now. Marius suddenly remembered that the boost array had been totaled in the first stages of the attack. A few more klicks and he’d be out of the base’s range entirely, just another annoying problem that would go away.

			“Blackwoo—”

			Abruptly, Marius decided upon a different approach.

			“You saw what happened!” he howled, cutting her off while doing his best to sound fiercely angry. “How many of our men did that thing burn to ashes? You expect me to just let it walk away?”

			It was one hell of a performance. He almost felt proud of himself. There was a long pause, followed by a burst of static. The next voice Marius heard was calm and emotionless.

			“Fine,” the lieutenant colonel said resignedly. “It’s your court-martial.”

			“That it is.”

			A flash on his display indicated his target had changed direction. For some reason the colossus was now moving on a diagonal. As Marius vectored his tank to intercept, a glance through the viewport told him why.

			To the east, a small set of cliffs broke the unblemished surface of the hard clay floor. They were low enough to allow the colossus to step over them, but sheer enough to stop his siege tank. Marius swore a scathing oath, then punched a series of buttons on his forward console.

			A holographic image appeared on his HUD, showing a 3-D representation of the surrounding topography. He zoomed in on the cliffs, rotating the image from all angles as he looked for a way up. Half a minute later, he found one. Not far south of the colossus’s potential entry point, a rocky incline offered him access to the top of the hill. It was steep—dangerously steep, in fact—but he was fairly sure he could make it.

			Setting a course for the base of the ramp, Marius used the back of one arm to wipe a thick sheen of sweat from his eyes. The inside of the tank was dripping hot; long ago he’d had the Arclite’s interior cooling system completely removed. Conditioning the air only taxed the engine, and the heavy compressors were deadweight to him.

			The heat he could live with. In a twisted way, he’d even learned to like it. Every drop of his sweat was another ounce of speed; trading comfort for performance was just one of the many customizations Marius had made to the old Arclite. Smirking inwardly, he recalled the day he’d grabbed a plasma torch from one of the spanner monkeys and used it to cut out his forward viewport. When his superiors saw the hole Marius had sliced into the fifteen-centimeter neosteel hull, they nearly lost their lunch. But after the mother of all ass-chewings, it was just one more thing the veteran had gotten away with.

			Marius stared into that viewport now, through the thick window of plasteel he’d bolted on so many years ago. The colossus neared the cliff. Even crippled, it was oddly beautiful. The sleek, angular body was cut with intricate designs, making it look more like a work of art than the devastating war machine it truly was. From within, it glowed with a ghostly blue luminescence.

			You gonna sit there and gawk at it or are you gonna blast the thing? Cione’s voice again. Marius lowered his head. His gaze fell heavily on his filth-smeared boots.

			He could remember a time when those boots had been polished to a near mirror finish, every single day. Barely. They’d all been so heartbreakingly young—fresh-faced kids, straight out of the academy. They were unbiased, unjaded, optimistic. And they were oh so ready for war.

			In those days, nothing was out of reach. Everything was possible.

			The five of them had stayed together through thick and thick; thin just wasn’t in the equation back then, and that was fine with them. They were true brothers, always looking out for each other, helping one another survive their trial by fire. Even after their platoon split up, they managed to stay in touch, solemnly vowing to meet up when they could, every year or so, at the Shed.

			It was a horrible, god-awful place—the most ramshackle of bars, tucked into the back end of some failing substation near Shiloh. But it was the site of their first assignment, and that made it special to them. In time, they grew to love it. Over the years, they’d made it their own.

			The Shed was the one good thing Marius ever had going for him. Through all the years of fire and hell, it was something he could look forward to. The one shining constant in his ever-shifting, soldierly life.

			But eventually even that changed. One by one, fewer of them made the trip. First to miss it was Stoltzfus, who they learned had eaten the business end of a hollow point just before his thirtieth birthday. Apparently he stood on the wrong side of some stupid uprising. It kind of made sense; the kid was lovable and trusting, but he was never too smart to begin with. 

			Marciniak disappeared a few years later, somewhere out near Char. A couple of good years followed, and then Tallman came next. His ticket got punched only a month after he joined some crazy mercenary outfit. They never did get all the details—something about the collapse of a real grimy deal—but this was the one that had really hurt. Billy Tallman had always been larger than life. He’d spilled the most drink, won the most fights, bedded the most beautiful women. He was their unspoken leader. And if any of them had been truly unstoppable, it would’ve been him.

			In the end, it had come down to Marius and Cione. For a long time they upheld the tradition: meeting up, reminiscing, even raising a toast to their fallen comrades. It didn’t matter where he was or what he had going on. When it came to the Shed, Marius wouldn’t have missed it for anything.

			And then, one year, Cione didn’t show up either.

			It took a bit of work to find out what happened. Cione was apparently killed by friendly fire. Some Crucio operator had gotten sloppy with his targeting, and most of Cione’s unit had taken an unwanted shower in superheated tungsten. There wasn’t even a body.

			Marius squeezed his eyes closed at the memory. His commanding officers never could understand why one of their best drivers repeatedly declined to upgrade from his Arclite. Even when it became mandatory, Blackwood had refused, becoming the butt of almost every joke in his division. Then, as time went by, the younger recruits started to view him as more of a mystery. They saw him as bullheaded and nostalgic, a fossil who refused to change with the times. But Marius knew different. Whenever he thought about Cione, Marius remembered exactly why his foot would never pass through the hatch of a Crucio.

			That visit to the Shed had been the last, five years ago this month. Marius had ordered one final beer for his friend, placing it on the bar before Cione’s empty seat while he finished his own. Then he left. It was that simple. That final. He turned back one more time as he passed through the doorway, to where five battered seats—seats that had once been filled with warmth and laughter and life—now stood cold and empty. He was just in time to see the bartender washing Cione’s beer down the cold steel drain. The last beer his friend would never drink. Gone for good, like him.

			Like all of them.		

			An alarm chimed softly as the tank reached its temporary waypoint. Gritting his teeth, Marius started up the base of the ramp. It looked much steeper than it did on the HUD, and felt about ten times as rocky. The vehicle bouncing uncontrollably, it was all he could do to maintain his position in the driver’s seat, much less manipulate the controls.

			He’d flipped his tank once, back when Marius had first started training as a driver. It was a most unpleasant experience, and one he’d never looked forward to repeating. Back then it had been a simple matter of a tow cable and some laughs; a few embarrassing minutes later, he was righted again. But getting caught out here like a turtle flipped on its back? That would have grave consequences. The colossus could reverse direction, turn its beams upon him. With the hatch jammed shut he’d be trapped, unable to either move or defend himself. He imagined what those final moments would be like: the tank’s hull rocked by those fiery, white-hot beams. The already unbearable temperature inside quickly rising . . .	

			Marius glanced down to where his C-7 lay reassuringly strapped to his hip. It was no coincidence that he’d bought the pistol the day after he’d flipped the tank.

			The slope grew steeper. Marius downshifted through two gears as he crossed the fifty-degree mark, jaw clenched tightly as he double-checked his gyros. He could do an incline of sixty, tops. Maybe sixty-five. Any more than that and he’d tip straight backward, his body bouncing around like a human pinball as the tank rolled helplessly to the bottom of the embankment.

			Outside, the noise grew to deafening levels, the siege tank’s treads spitting back chunks of jagged rock and gravel. They devoured the terrain, shoving the machine forward and upward with the terrible scream of steel against stone. Inside, Marius could feel the center of gravity shifting. His stomach dropped. Icy fingers of fear clawed at the back of his mind. Then, in a euphoric wave of absolute relief, the top of the hill edged into view.

			The altitude indicator read sixty-three degrees of incline as Marius slammed the tank into one final gear. It lurched forward, barrels pitched to the sky as it crested the top lip of the ridge. There was a heart-stopping moment as the back end gave out, treads spinning into nothingness as the tank lost purchase and slipped a half meter backward. But a second later, it crashed nose-first onto the flat plain of the upper mesa with a resounding boom.

			Surging forward from the latest cloud of billowing dust, Marius quickly spotted his quarry. Vectoring his tank to take the ramp had created new separation, but it was a distance he could easily make up. The colossus continued dragging its leg behind it like some great wounded insect. It seemed to be glaring at him.

			You’re crazy. Absolutely crazy.

			It could’ve been Cione’s voice, but Marius thought it was perhaps his own. Either way, the lunacy of what he was doing suddenly occurred to him. But it also occurred to him—and with equal if not more weight—that he just didn’t care.

			That, of course, hadn’t always been the case. At one point Marius had actually cared a great deal. He looked down grimly to an empty spot on the corner of the big steel console. Vaguely, he made out the shape of a faded rectangle, so faint he could barely see it anymore. A photo had once been pinned there. A photo gone for so many years now, it felt like a dozen lifetimes ago.

			Hannah.

			Just another of his life’s failures.

			To think she’d been his “one great love” made Marius laugh. But in another time, in another place, she was certainly something. Hannah had been his one real shot in the dark—his only halfhearted attempt at maintaining a relationship.

			They met in a fishing village while he was stationed on Shiloh, back when his life still had some small semblance of normalcy. She was young like him, only brighter, more intelligent, and strikingly beautiful. Steel-gray eyes. Hair the color of honey. He fell hard. But unfortunately for Marius, harder than any soldier who’d campaigned across nine known worlds had a right to. Not with duty calling.

			Marius rubbed a grease-stained finger across the spot where the photo used to be. He could remember the picture as vividly as if it were still there: Hannah standing before the lake, smiling broadly, a big yellow flower tucked into her hair. She’d taken him boating that day, of all things.

			Now he couldn’t help but sneer. The girl, the photo—they were such foolish ideas to begin with.

			A brilliant burst of searing yellow light came from out of nowhere, causing him to throw one arm instinctively over his eyes. Even through the small, smoky viewport, the glow nearly blinded him with its intensity.

			Dead ahead, the colossus was firing at him. On either side of its elongated head, two large turrets moved in unison. Marius braked the tank hard, suddenly very aware of his enemy’s ability to slice his vehicle to molten pieces. But as the colossus let loose another burst, he realized its weapon was still safely out of range.

			Again and again, twin beams from the walker’s thermal lance array ripped the sky. They tore harmlessly into the planet’s compact clay surface, creating huge swaths of destruction in the form of deep molten fissures. And in that same instant, Marius knew exactly what it was doing.

			The siege tank shuddered as it ran full speed into the first of the glowing-hot ravines. Stabilization systems took over, minimizing the impact on the Arclite’s frame, but there were too few breaks in the newly torn landscape for it to make much of a difference. The machine jumped violently forward and backward, Marius struggling to steer it wide of the devastated terrain.

			The colossus kept firing. Marius eventually guided the tank beyond the danger zone, watching as the beams cut fresh grooves into the ground behind the walker. Staying outside the arc of destruction would cost more time; no longer could he point his nose directly toward his target. Even so, the Arclite was still gaining. It was only a matter of minutes.

			Two blinking lights caught Marius’s attention as they went from yellow to white. Rear-proximity alarms. He’d gone too far, way beyond the limited scope of the mining installation’s primitive communications arrays. They couldn’t raise him on the comm now even if they wanted to. And he couldn’t raise them either.

			Not that it mattered.

			In fact, nothing much had mattered to Marius for quite some time now. Happiness was completely off the table. The best he could feel these days was content, and even that was only when he was busy immersing himself in what he did best: soldiering. There were numerous times he had passed up promotions, transfers, even a chance to retire, all so he could keep on going, caring only for whom and where he would fight next. Without realizing how it had happened to him, Marius had gone from living his life to living solely for the thrill of battle.

			And there had been many, many battles. 

			Many kills.

			He smirked as the tank bounced over the terrain. Marking their kills was something each of them had done from the very beginning, an age-old tradition they’d resurrected together as a group. It started with Billy running a tally across his helmet, back when all five of them were still infantry. From there it graduated into a friendly competition, although it escalated to great heights over the years.

			As a result, the side of his siege tank was decorated with many such victories. Marius tallied zerg, protoss, even the terran enemies he was sometimes forced to face. Each and every one of his conquests was counted, all of them lovingly branded, laser-etched into the neosteel plating of his humming, thrumming killing machine.

			His kills were his trophies. They were his friends.

			They were all he had left.

			The tank swerved left and right as it barreled down the dusty plain, Marius keeping it just outside the borders of the shredded terrain. Perhaps it was the intense heat, or maybe the thing had finally realized the ineffectiveness of its plan, because eventually the lasers stopped. Turning its head away from him, the colossus continued lumbering forward.

			He buried the throttle, his pulse quickening as he zeroed in on his prey. He felt alive—alive and nearer than ever to blowing this cursed leviathan into the next world. In a few minutes it would be nothing more than a mark on the side of his siege tank, but a very important mark at that. Because in all the years he’d been driving, Marius had never killed a colossus.

			And he very desperately wanted one.

			Aiming in his enemy’s general direction, the captain squeezed off a quick shot. The rounds fell far short of the colossus, just as he knew they would. Still, he wanted its attention. He needed it to start firing again so he’d know how close he could get before taking his real shot.

			Marius had no illusions about range limitations. Those thermal lance beams would rip him to shreds long before his twin 80mm struck home. He’d known all along that his siege cannon was the only real chance he had of taking the walker down. But when it came to the Mjolnir, he had no illusions about that either. He was good with it.

			His mind began racing with calculations—distance and range estimations that only an experienced driver could possibly understand. Still, the colossus refused to fire. It kept striding ever onward, dragging the twisted remains of its leg behind it. The walker showed no fear, no concern. It moved no faster or slower than it had since the chase began. Its complete lack of humanity actually personified it. At this distance, it looked hauntingly malevolent.

			Marius started flipping switches, turning off the preliminary safeguards so he could go into siege mode. The tank hurtled inexorably onward, gaining ground on his prize with each passing second.

			He waited until the last possible moment . . . until the colossus turned its head. Then he made his move.

			There was a hellish squeal of dirt and metal as Marius brought the tank from full speed to a full stop. Skidding across the packed clay surface, the Arclite slid sideways for a good fifty yards before grinding to a halt. Red dust obliterated everything. Before it was even at a complete stop, Marius had begun working a quick, familiar series of buttons and levers.

			The tank rose beneath him like a living thing. There came the sinister hiss of hydraulics as the Arclite’s support legs thrust outward and then down, slamming heavily into the dry, unyielding clay. For an agonizing few seconds, he could only watch expectantly as the lock-release mechanism finished its cycle. Then the ready light flashed from red to green, signaling the full activation of siege mode.

			With the tank stopped, the colossus was pulling away rapidly. Marius peered into his targeting computer, where the walker was already locked. Streams of information began rolling down either side of his HUD, offering all sorts of trajectories and possible course corrections. Marius ignored them all. He gripped the artillery cannon’s controls and visually tracked the colossus, which by now was burned into his mind.

			The ground sizzled. Just outside the safety of Marius’s tank, the landscape erupted in yellow-orange flame as the colossus started firing again. A strange smell reached his nostrils—burning ozone—while at the same time all the hairs on his arms stood straight up at attention. The view beyond his tank was completely obscured. On his display, the reticle around the colossus was approaching the Mjolnir’s maximum range. His thumb hovered over the button, but it didn’t shake. He went about the task as he always did. By eye. By gut. By instinct.

			He fired.

			The Arclite’s shock cannon roared thunderously. Marius let go of the controls at once and immediately leapt forward, pressing his nose hard against the dirt-streaked viewport. One second ticked by. Two . . .

			There was a brilliant and spectacular explosion. The colossus reeled savagely to one side as the superheated 120mm shell ripped through its body. It teetered precariously, nearly regained its balance, and ultimately fell. As it struck the ground, a secondary detonation occurred, blowing the once-beautiful walker into half a thousand glowing pieces.

			Marius exhaled a long, deep breath. He fell back heavily into his seat, his body tingling, reveling in the ecstasy of the kill. He lived for this moment. He always had. In such a hard, cold life, moments like these were all he truly had left.

			For a full minute he just lay there, eyes closed, adrenaline surging through his sweat-soaked body. But Marius was pulled from his trance by the hum of an unknown alarm. When he opened his eyes again, half the lights on his console were flashing brightly.

			A myriad of new information raced across his HUD, causing him to bolt upright in his seat. When he peered through his viewport, his blood instantly ran cold.

			Stalkers. Dozens of them. The horizon behind the shattered colossus was dotted with advancing protoss forces, all of them scrambling his way. The long, slender legs of the smaller walkers kicked up multiple plumes of swirling dust. And ahead of them, even closer, were what Marius immediately recognized as the deadly, hulking exoskeletons of immortals.

			His hands were moving before he realized it, punching out the series of commands that would reverse the tank out of siege mode. The immortals hurtled toward him, skittering across the perfectly flat terrain. With the speed they were making, Marius figured he had less than a minute. Hell, maybe it was already too late.

			Precious seconds passed. The wait was excruciating. When the tank refused to shift beneath him, Marius knew something was wrong. A buzzer sounded from somewhere behind him. On his HUD, the holographic representations of the Arclite’s support legs were flashing red.

			They were stuck.

			I told you not to lose your momentum, Cione laughed from inside his head. In his mind’s eye, Marius could see his friend smiling. You’re getting way too old for this, brother.

			Shutting out everything else, he pounded his thumb on the release button. Nothing happened. The jagged teeth that kept the tank anchored during siege mode remained firmly embedded in the clay landscape. Marius pressed the button again, gripped by helplessness, only this time he felt a slight tremor. On the third try, the legs broke free.

			The tank lifted. The hum of hydraulics played like sweet music in Marius’s ears as the Arclite’s supports retracted into its body. A series of lights flashed green, and the treads touched ground again. Even as they did, they were already spinning.

			Marius reversed direction and tore across the dusty plain, climbing quickly through the tank’s gears. Protoss forces now clouded every inch of his rear HUD. The targeting computer began locking them in automatically, emitting an annoying series of chirps as it tracked each approaching enemy. He switched it off and, at the same time, keyed up his mic.

			“This is Captain Blackwood, Arclite 2717. Do you read me?”

			Marius unmuted his headset and jacked up the volume on the forward comm. He was rewarded with nothing but static.

			“Lieutenant Colonel Maxwell, this is Blackwood. I’m on my way back. Are you getting me at all?”

			Still nothing. On his HUD, he could see the first of the immortals’ disruptor bolts striking the ground behind him a good distance away. His proximity sensors, however, told a more frightening tale: the stalkers had blinked forward. They stood just behind the immortals now, and were gaining rapidly. Too rapidly.

			“Gwen!” Marius shouted, doing his best to antagonize the lieutenant colonel with the use of her first name. “There’s a second attack coming! Stalkers, a ton of ’em. Immortals too, maybe more. Lieutenant Colonel! Anyone! Are you receiving this? Transmitting now on all emergency frequ—”

			Marius was thrown forward as the tank rolled over one of the deep rifts in the clay floor, a parting gift from his prized colossus. Glancing ahead, he concentrated on steering clear of the remaining fissures.

			Another blast suddenly lit the tank, this one exploding somewhere out in front of him. The stalkers had range now. His time was almost up.

			So this is it, thought Marius. This was how his ticket got punched. The colossus would be his last kill . . . his one last beer before he was swirled down the drain of oblivion. It was all so hilariously fitting. 

			The edge of the cliff came onto his topographical display. It still appeared way too far away. For a moment he considered punching his own ticket by driving right off it at full speed, launching himself into that stupid, ridiculous sky. He chuckled at the thought. But no, that wasn’t his style. If anything, Marius would turn around and fight. Even with his machine in the redline, he could do some serious damage. He was pretty sure he could take one or two of the walkers down with him.

			Then, directly ahead, a light in the sky. It started out dim, growing brighter and more pronounced as he rapidly closed the distance. It was a spotlight. The spotlight from a dropship!

			His heart leaping into his throat, Marius punched the throttle so hard he was afraid he might break it off. But the tank was already at full speed. He could do nothing but watch as the dusty ground rushed by.

			The pilot of the G-226 lined up with him smoothly, its engines rotating downward as it dropped through the sky. Marius approached the ship head-on. Stalker bolts erupted all around him as he saw the transport’s forward ramp starting to lower, opening to receive him as it was set down at the edge of the rocky precipice.

			An explosion at the back-right side of his Arclite threw the machine sideways. Instantly Marius fought to right the tank. He overcompensated, drifted dangerously for a moment, and eventually corrected the second skid as well. 

			No! he thought wildly. Not now. He was too close! Willfully or not, hope had seized Marius in its viselike grip. After everything he’d been through, he sure as hell wasn’t going to let go of it.

			Dust flew everywhere as the dropship neared the ground. A hard clank reached his ears, and Marius began easing off the throttle. There was no room for error. One skid might send him into the side of the dropship, launching them both off the edge of the cliff in a tangle of twisted metal.

			All at once the evac ship was down, actuators flexing beneath its weight. Marius slowed, focusing on controlling his deceleration. Teeth clenched, he guided the nose of the tank up the ramp and into the receiving bay of the G-226. He stomped on the brakes, shuddered to a halt, and engaged the magnetic locks on the Arclite’s treads. Then he felt his stomach drop like a brick as the pilot tore his ship from the ground and launched it into the strange pink sky.

			Outside, the blaring of disruptors could be heard as a dozen or more stalkers tried to shred the ship to pieces. The sounds quickly became fainter and more distant, until finally they disappeared altogether. Flying from the cliff had put a near instant separation between the transport and the enemy. It was over.

			Marius stood and popped the hatch. Cool, sweet air rushed into the tank. He filled his lungs with it greedily, hungrily; to him, nothing had ever tasted so glorious. Climbing out, he sprawled prone across the top of the Arclite. It felt warm beneath him as he allowed the chill air to sweep over his sweat-soaked body.

			As he bathed under the bright lights of the evac ship’s cargo bay, Marius closed his tired eyes. The silence lasted less than a minute.

			“Captain Blackwood, sir,” came a booming voice from somewhere above him. “Very glad to have you aboard!”

			The ship’s pilot. Marius slid down from his tank, legs nearly buckling as his boots touched the corrugated metal floor. He stretched them, wincing mightily. Both of his knees popped in vehement protest.

			“Relax and enjoy the ride, Captain,” the pilot’s voice continued. “It’s smooth air from here to base. I’ll have you back in no time, so smoke ’em if you got ’em.”

			Absently Marius reached into the pocket of his vest and produced half of a dog-eared cigar. He began walking around his machine, surveying the damage.

			“Tell the lieutenant colonel I’m going to kiss her when I see her!” he shouted into the emptiness of the G-226’s cargo bay. His voice echoed loudly off the smooth steel walls. “Court-martial or not!”						

			He was pretty sure the pilot couldn’t hear him, but it didn’t matter. Marius patted himself for a light and came up with nothing. He put the cigar in his mouth anyway and chomped down on it.

			Passing the back end of the Arclite, he stopped. Most of the tank’s rear armor had been completely torn away. Only a few small pieces remained, twisted and distorted by withering stalker fire. The outside edges were still smoldering, glowing white-hot in some places from the intense heat.

			Marius carefully leaned forward and lit his cigar against the superheated metal.

			Strolling to the opposite side, he breathed a sigh of relief. His kills were still there. Marius ran his hand over them, touching them, feeling how deeply etched they were in the neosteel plate. At the end of the long string of tally marks, he stroked a smooth blank space.

			The colossus would go there. Finally.

			There was a horrific boom. The dropship dangerously lurched to one side, throwing Marius to his hands and knees. Pain rocketed through his legs as his knees popped again. Gripping the treads of his tank, he struggled to pull himself upright.

			Another explosion, this one so loud it was nearly deafening. The ship shook violently, fishtailed, then dropped nose-first with a sickening tilt. Unable to hold on, Marius was tossed clear across the receiving bay, as helpless as a child’s doll.

			There was a flash of blue and white, followed by an intense blast of heat. Marius could hear the shrill sound of air escaping the ship’s pierced hull as he scrambled for any possible handhold. He found nothing.

			A moment later, the world inside the dropship exploded with the terrifying scream of steel tearing away from steel. The floor dropped out from under his feet, no longer there, and Marius fell through the sickly pink sky. He was falling, spinning, his arms and legs splayed out in a futile attempt at regaining control before he finally surrendered to the inevitable. The last thing he saw was the hulking form of his siege tank, tumbling wildly beneath him . . .

			There was not an ounce of fear as he fell.

			He felt relief. Peace. Freedom.

			Marius grinned.

			• • •

			Swirling clouds of dust danced beneath the phoenix as it landed.

			With a hiss, the canopy opened. The protoss pilot emerged, climbing down to where the mangled pieces of the terran dropship lay smoldering in the stagnant air. To one side, the turret of a siege tank was embedded in the broken clay surface. The war machine’s twisted barrels pointed defiantly at the sky.

			The pilot bent and retrieved a single piece of white-hot neosteel from the flaming wreckage. Grasping it in his gauntlets, he could make out the crude marks that represented this human’s previous victories. The protoss bowed his head once in grim salute. It was a gesture that transcended both race and language; he understood this warrior.

			No, not warrior. Brother.

			Striding back to his ship, the pilot used the jagged piece of metal to etch a symbol of his own into the fuselage, alongside all the others.

			Then, after discarding his trophy on the cracked red landscape, he rose into the sky.

		

	
		
			Week 17

			Personal Log: Dr. Talen Ayers

			A Dash of Denouement

			So it looks as if the cowboy in the tall white hat rode in to save us just in the nick of time. Or, I suppose a Prince Charming metaphor may be more appropriate in this case.

			We were down to our last bit of food (and had begun to consider adding roasted zergling to the menu) when we all felt a shudder through the walls of our cozy little coffin. There were several moments of sheer panic as we debated the possibility of tectonic disturbances within a hollowed-out asteroid (further testament to our delirious state), and then we jumped back as an arc welder started sparking through the door.

			Followed by a marine in Dominion armor. Which was nice.

			But he was followed by a team of medics armed with supplies, medkits, and oxygen tanks—which was nicer. Emperor Mengsk had come to save us.

			No, not that Emperor Mengsk. A new one. Seems the universe changed a bit while we were locked away.

			After the rescue crew reviewed the structural integrity of the upper floors (no small task, considering the severe wear and tear they had suffered at the hands of a dozen angry zerglings and a mixture of plasma and ethanol), they reinstated most of Project Blackstone’s communication systems, including our datapads and CHIRP access. It was then that we saw the message from the Dominion’s new emperor.

			I’m still forming an opinion of young Valerian, though first impressions have been promising. I confess that after I learned he had joined forces with the Queen of Blades to topple his father, the word treason flittered about in my mind. But given what I now understand about the elder Mengsk’s ambitions for Project Blackstone, I have a hard time mustering any true moral outrage.

			Our old friend Arcturus—he reaped what he sowed. I’ll just leave it at that.

			Truth be told, despite my initial misgivings about the boy, it appears the younger Mengsk intends to act upon his lofty words. After all the poking and prodding from the medics had ceased, we were transferred off that godforsaken rock and onto a unique ship the emperor had sent, the DS Brin. Compared to the cramped, flame-scorched halls of Project Blackstone, the gleaming, hygienic corridors of a properly equipped science vessel are like a glorious afterlife. Despite the deception and the horror we’ve experienced, I can’t shake the notion that the idea of Project Blackstone—a cutting-edge, experimental, scientific enterprise dedicated to exploring the secrets of the Koprulu sector—could yield truly significant advancements. The late Mengsk aimed us toward some vile objectives, but in more moral hands, well . . .

			The possibilities intrigue me.

			I have had a limited amount of follow-up communication with the new emperor. Brief as the conversations were (reigning over a Dominion in chaos appropriates most of his time, I would imagine), I believe he’s committed to this notion of a new and improved Blackstone. In fact, he has asked me to take charge of it.

			I wasn’t sure how to respond. I still am not.

			(Our former leader, Dr. Branamoor, seemed relieved when he heard the news, which surprised me. I suspect the poor bastard has had his fill of leadership for the time being.)

			Emperor Valerian Mengsk said he needs skilled teams investigating strange alien artifacts that have been found across the sector. I know little of this ancient race—xel’naga, Mengsk called them—but if Jake Ramsey and Kaeon choose to remain aboard, we might make some meaningful progress.

			Oh yes, did I mention that our new protoss friend seems interested in joining us? He was offered transport to wherever he wanted, but he refused. Apparently, Kaeon is fascinated with Jake’s “condition.” It sounds as if he would be willing to advise us on matters of xenological studies if he in turn were allowed to examine Jake’s sensitivity to the protoss’ forms of communication.

			I thought Jake would bolt at the suggestion. (I would!) But the two have been conversing about the subject and have reached some sort of understanding. The whole topic makes me uneasy, but I can’t deny its fascination.

			Speaking of Ramsey . . .

			Valerian mentioned in his missive to us that he was sending ambassadors to try to secure our continued participation in whatever Project Blackstone would become. One of them was a woman named Rosemary Dahl.

			Until that moment, I never truly understood how Arcturus Mengsk had compelled Jake’s cooperation for Project Blackstone. Arcturus had used Rosemary as leverage. I imagine the consequences would have been dire had Jake refused.

			The reunion of Jake and Rosemary was genuinely touching. Tears were shed. Mostly by Jake.

			Witnessing their joy left an ache in my own heart. It has been far too long since I received any news of my daughter. Valerian Mengsk says even his classified records do not indicate Maren’s current location, though he has promised to track her down immediately.

			My conversations with Rothfuss on the matter have brought only despair. There are but a few reasons why Arcturus’s Dominion would have so thoroughly masked her whereabouts. I do not wish to think upon this further, even in writing, until I know for certain where she is. I will face whatever news comes with any strength I can muster. That is all I can do.

			I have made no commitment to Emperor Mengsk. Neither have many of my colleagues. Each of us has the option to walk away. Some may. Even if my greatest fears about my daughter are realized, I don’t believe I will. Perhaps that makes me a bad person. Heaven knows I have my flaws . . .

			But maybe something good can come out of this.

			I can only hope the reward will be worth the struggle.

			It will take some work before the DS Brin is completely refitted for long-term exploration. I have time yet to consider my path. We all do.

			Until next time,

			TA

		

	
		
			The Fightin’ SceeVees

			By Kal-El Bogdanove

			The back of Bill “Pearly” Bousquette’s neck itched as it had on and off since his first week of service during the previous war. He’d grown up on Choss, a no-account rock that guidebooks flippantly referred to as “New Moonxico” thanks to its absolutely uniform high-desert climate. Pearly had spent his younger days working in said climate, planning the elegant cliff-cities where wealthier men than him took their families and mistresses to luxuriate in the constant sun and dry air, to clear up their “ship croup” and “cruiser pallor,” and get to feeling like the billion credits they were worth.

			A life out of doors on Choss had left Pearly with a preference for a leathery neck—tanned and dry, even when you were working like a dog and the parts of you not exposed to the sun and wind ran in rivers of sweat. In the service, half the time they put you in a big tin can and flew that can around inside a bigger can, far away from light and air. The harness of the articulator inside the T-280 space construction vehicle made Pearly’s neck sweat, and without the sun and wind to whisk it dry, a sweaty neck meant an itchy neck by the end of every workday. Pearly fancied that it itched worse when he was exasperated, and it was itching like hell now as he looked at his men gathered around the viewscreen, bitching to beat the band.

			“Forget the mats. How in godless protoss heaven are we supposed to build the goddamn thing in the first place? A collapsible bridger that can support tandem siege tanks across a quarter-klick gap, but light enough to get storked in by a dropship with a full weapons complement. Fekk!”

			The man speaking was Vigo “Tuna” Czark. In the world, Czark had been a crane specialist for the fishing fleets of Turaxis II, and up in space he was a fatalist to retire the role. Chewitel “Choosey” Wsoro, a blasting man from Old Faithful, cherry-picked out from under the noses of the Confederate Mining Consortium, shook his head in response and clucked. “If it was me, mate, I’d be a fekk of a lot more worried that Raynor wants to start running missions that are gonna have us driving big boys two abreast across a quarter-klick wash.”

			Pearly let his SceeVees whine awhile as he studied them and turned the problem over in his own head. The men around him were not young; hell, the freshest face among them was already framed with the first gray hairs of middle age. Raynor had tried to give Pearly young men when he’d begun to put together this harebrained unit. He’d sent the best and the brightest right out of Umoja Central University (at least, after the Dominion, the Umojans, and the Combine had drafted their fill). All of ’em were chock-full of theory, but not one had built anything bigger than a model.

			On top of it, most of ’em had been so green that they dropped their welders at the first sign of gunfire, and that wasn’t the point of the unit. Raynor’s Raiders were rebels, trying to fight the whole blasted Dominion with a hundredth of the enemy’s resources. They were consistently outmanned, outgunned, and out of time, and yet somehow Jim Raynor’d managed to lead them to more victories than defeats.

			With those impossible odds to play, Raynor needed a group of SCV pilots who would be able to take heat, to focus on stomach-churning engineering puzzles even under fire, raising arms to defend their work if necessary. Raynor had sought out Pearly—a man he’d seen complete the weld job on a hellion while small-arms rounds thudded arrhythmically into the back of his T-280—to lead this bunch of madmen. When Pearly had told Raynor that every man he’d assigned to the troop was insufficient for the task, Raynor had been patient while Pearly fired them all and recruited from scratch.

			And recruit he did. What Pearly needed was a batch of serious tradesmen, experts as tough as the No. 10 standard dessert cake in an old war ration. He needed lugs who knew their stuff inside out. He needed thirty of himself, and he’d set about finding them. Pearly had haunted ports and construction sites (and a considerable number of bars) across the sector, hunting every kind, from degreed engineers like him to self-taught plumbers who were so good they could make scat flow uphill on a hot day.

			None of them were as young as the average marine, and two out of three had already been dragged from Pho-Rekh to Aiur in the old war. Those facts gave rise to the popular marine joke “Be kind to a SceeVee; he might just be your dad!” That had kept the riffraff laughing until they watched the SceeVees build a command center and six bunkers while the rest of the Raiders were hiding from the full-on strafing fire of two banshees. All of a sudden the idea that the SceeVees were mostly mean-ass duffers and long-suffering soccer dads back in the world didn’t matter too much. The truth was they could build a snow fort on an August afternoon in Hell with the Devil himself taking potshots.

			Maybe that was why hearing them bitch like a bunch of Pridewater fishwives was such an itchy-neck experience for Pearly. He knew that if these men were grousing, they had a damn good reason.

			They’d been ornery since Tuesday morning, when First Welder Steiglitz got the letter. Like most of the SceeVees, Steiglitz had a family at home—three boys and a patient wife—and the letter had been to inform him of the death of his eldest. Out of duty, the boy had joined his planet’s defense militia and gotten blown to hell by “friendly fire” during an outer-atmo skirmish with the zerg.

			Tuesday afternoon, Steiglitz had carved a brand-new raven he’d been jointing into a half dozen lumps of very expensive trash before Choosey and a fiber-pourer named Patel pulled him off his plasteel welding rig.

			Pearly had seen younger grunts gripe about everything from the rations to the racks while SceeVees took second helpings and fewer pillows. But ever since the Steiglitz letter, their fuses were a helluva lot shorter.

			Pearly thought of his wife and his own boys, both grown now, one running the Canyon Plaza back home, the other designing cutting-edge thrusters on Umoja. They were no less vulnerable than the Steiglitz boy had been, and when he pictured them, the image increasingly was of three figures in an open field, enemies on all sides. Time and distance always magnified that feeling of anxiety, and since the letter it had become a persistent weight in his stomach.

			He shoved the feeling aside and cleared his throat. “Okay, listen up. If I wanted to hear can’t, I’d have asked a Dominion politician. We’ll try this again at sixteen hundred. I want all three tac squads to have a logistically viable mat list by then. Any extra time’s your own. Spend it on prayer or pinochle; I don’t give a damn.”

			Pearly scanned the men, ragged and creased like a letter reread too often. “Couple of you look like maybe you oughta spend it in the gym.” A few of the SceeVees chuckled. He slapped his own belly. “Me among you.” A handful more grinned. “Dismissed.”

			Pearly watched as the SceeVees milled out, and he reached back to scratch his neck with the stylus from his remote console. He was in charge, and it was his job to do something about this. Shit.

			• • •

			Rory Swann set his mug down with a big, round thump. Rory did most things in a big, round way. He had an expansive quality Pearly liked, perhaps because he himself was so contained and never chose to be the one to fill a silence.

			Rory was the ship’s chief engineer. A few years earlier, the SceeVees had pitched in alongside the engineering crew to patch up the Hyperion after a particularly nasty engagement. Pearly’d made the best friends of his life while up to his elbows in gears and grease, and Rory was no exception.

			The two men, temperamental opposites though they were, had an easy way of getting on. Pearly attributed that in part to the fact that they had roughly the same rank and the same expertise, but their duties never overlapped, as a rule. We can gripe to each other with total impunity and not risk ruffled feathers. Usually that meant Rory calling Jim Raynor a “goddamn hotshot” and lecturing for twenty minutes on whatever he and the commander had last locked horns over.

			Today might be different, Pearly thought as Rory gushed over the merits of the diamondback assault vehicle for the thousandth time. The fact was, for all their squabbling, Raynor and Swann were thick as thieves. And since Pearly was trying to work out a way to convince Raynor to do something Pearly felt sure he wouldn’t want to do, he knew Rory was the man to ask for advice.

			Swann was finishing up a big-fish story. “. . . hell, I doubt they’d even let me land on that moon again.” Pearly chuckled, though he’d heard the story half a dozen times, and thought about how to phrase his concerns. 

			“Listen, Swann . . .”

			“What’s on your mind, bud?”

			Pearly took a swig of beer and continued. “You married?”

			Swann grinned. “More than once. Why? Somebody looking for a one-armed husband?”

			Pearly grabbed a handful of pretzels and laid out the Steiglitz story—noting the grimace that flickered across Swann’s face when he came to the demise of the raven—and finally worked around to his main concern.

			“The thing is they’d never slack. They’d never let their asses drag. But it’s getting to ’em. They’re touchy without meaning to be, less brilliant than they used to be. It’s like a background subroutine. You might not notice it immediately, but if you’re paying attention, you know the CPU’s being overtaxed. They need to see their families, Rory. For a few hours, even. They’re getting . . . ragged.”

			Rory opened and closed the jaws of his bionic arm. “Hmm. Yeah. How could they not be? Hell . . . Most of the boys on this ship? This is their first war. Young men fight fer principle or vengeance. Sometimes fer fun. Not the case with you and me.”

			Pearly snorted. “Ya big liar. You still do it for fun.”

			Swann chuckled. “Yeah, well, maybe me. But not your men. They’re in it for the folks at home. You gotta go to Raynor.”

			“And say what?”

			“Say what you said to me. Hell, you’re both tight-lipped rednecks from some backwater craphole or other. You should know better than anyone: best way with a cowboy is to be direct. Tell the man what you need.”

			“I hate asking.”

			“You’re not asking. You’re telling. Raynor’s not a fool. He’ll, ah, see the wisdom of the thing. Remember, every Raider who’s slugging away in this hopeless hellstorm has one thing in common. I look at you, Raynor—any of the men—and I know I’m looking at a regular Joe who got tired of giving everything to a bunch of fascists who wouldn’t spend ten fekkin’ credits to save his life, nor any other person’s. Start with that. Build outward. Like when you assemble an LAV.” 

			Pearly sighed. “You’re an optimist.”

			Rory guffawed. “And you’re a strange bastard. You’d go bare-knuckle with a zealot and not bat an eye, but if someone tries to pry ten consecutive words out of you, you’re a shrinking violet.”

			Swann reached over the bar and helped himself to the tap. “The answer’s always no if you never ask. Step one is opening your mouth. Have another with me and then go give him hell.”

			• • •

			“Can’t be done.” Raynor said it with the kind of casual confidence that made younger soldiers stand up straight and salute. It made Pearly’s hand automatically rub the back of his neck.

			“Our position’s too tenuous. Takes a certain amount of resources to keep this bird in the air. Most of the boys are busy turning those resources into spent ammunition. Your unit brings in twelve times what any other squad pulls in a year of missions.”

			“Seven times what the equivalent Dominion engineering corps pulls, with a third of the operating budget,” said Pearly. “I know the stats, Jim.”

			“You’re proving my point.” Raynor pulled out a bowie knife and carved a large disc off a Shiloh russet that had been perched in the bowl on the corner of his desk. “We can’t spare you.” He offered the slice of apple to Pearly on the point of the knife. Pearly made a small, polite no with his free hand and took in some air. Raynor continued.

			“We’re sitting in the saddle of a rebellion in full swing. Only way we pay for that is if we keep the Moebius folks happy.”

			Raynor took a bite of apple, chewed, swallowed.

			“Leadership’s a fiddly little thing. Budget can be as crucial as balls. Did you ever see yourself where you are now?”

			Pearly thought about it. “I guess I mostly saw myself building vacation getaways for rich folk. Ranching when I had the spare minute. Getting fat, with grandkids climbing on my knee.”

			“Funny universe, isn’t it?”

			Raynor shook his head. 

			“I’m sorry, Pearly. We’re at a crucial crossroads in this fight. It can’t be done. Not right now.”

			Pearly had once been surprised by three broodlings while doing a field rebuild of a siege tank, and managed to finish off all three with just an arc welder and a particularly heavy spanner. Why is this so goddamn hard?

			Raynor filled the silence. “It’s good you’re here, though, because I’d have called you in for a mission briefing today anyway.”

			“Thought we were already think-tanking a project.”

			Raynor grinned. “This takes precedence. Don’t look so worried . . .” Raynor slipped a data chip into the tactical console, and a telemetric model of a small moon flickered to life above it. “This one’s a milk run.”

			• • •

			“It’s a there-and-back strip-and-rip,” Pearly explained to the men as they stared at the mission briefing.

			“Marine support?” asked Czark.

			“Commander didn’t offer, and I didn’t ask. This is a rebellion, not a square dance. This crazy outfit’s stretched thin enough already without us pulling able men off the lines to sit around, drink coffee, and watch us drill. Besides, this is a softball pitch. We get in, we get out with the goods.”

			“The goods being . . . ?” Choosey asked, arms crossed and eyebrows arched.

			“Those pinging probes Corporal Griffud launched six weeks ago have been transmitting nonstop. They picked up a valuable mineral vein on this moon. Brass was alerted at oh five hundred. We’re in transit through the graveyard and ready for deployment tomorrow morning.”

			“How valuable is valuable?” asked Czark. Pearly punched a key on the tac console and watched the lode data snap into place and light up the men’s faces.

			“Good heavens,” said Choosey.

			“Provided Griffud’s little squeakers are accurate,” added Czark. Across the circle, Liam Griffud, a professor of exploratory geology, poached from a fellowship at UCU, brushed his sandy hair back from his pale face and steepled his long, thin fingers. 

			“They’re accurate,” he said with a smile as small and dry as a raisin.

			“So how come no one’s sunk a fork in this piece of cake?” asked Choosey.

			“The rock is called Gurdlac. Atmosphere supports human life, but barely. It’s hot enough to give an old New Moonxican like me a second thought. Intel says the Dominion flagged it for possible terraforming and use as a refugee camp but never followed through. There’s no deed on register, no survey ’n’ surveils. Just a big, warm stone that nobody’s taken a second look at besides us.” 

			Pearly shrugged. “Just gotta go in and do our thing. Only hitch is that the Raiders have a handful of asses to kick elsewhere while we do it. We’ll get drop-off and pickup, but while the mission’s in progress, we’re on our own.”

			“What else is new?” groused Czark to a general chuckle. “All right, Sergeant. I’ll get Tac Squad A to tune up the MULEs.”

			“I’ll pound out a minimum viable equip and turf it to the pursers,” said Choosey.

			“One last thing . . .” Pearly hesitated. “I know we’ve been pulling more than our share of doubles and we’ve gone two tours longer than most of you signed on for, without any leave. You’ll all go twice as hard as the average plas-jockey regardless. But I thought you’d want to know that I’m . . . working on it. Dismissed.”

			The men shuffled work-scarred boots and scratched stubbly chins, and filed out. A few gave him amicable nods. Choosey stopped and said quietly, “No sweat, chief. If it’s humanly possible, you’ll get it done.”

			Then Choosey patted him on the shoulder and hurried after the rest. Pearly sighed as he watched them recede beyond earshot.

			Pretty to think so.

			• • •

			The drop from the ship made Pearly’s breakfast do gymnastics in his stomach, just like every drop he’d ever been in. It was a serious relief to press down on real soil again, even if he was separated from it by a meter and a half of T-280.

			Pearly flexed, working into the familiar feel of the articulator. The standard articulator included a form-molded harness collared to the operator’s body. It was capable of reading the user’s most minute motions and translating them into those of the SCV mech. The onboard force feedback module (the OFFM—or if you had a zergling climbing your back, the “OFF ME!”) generated proportional tactile responses and gave the operator a damn-close approximation of what it would feel like if the enormous limbs of the hulking rig were his own.

			Another lifetime ago, Pearly had worked a two-cred contract with an ornery, self-taught wrench swinger from a shit-kicking booney settlement. Man’s name was Redell Quinton. They’d become good friends while pounding imperfections out of some of the buggiest feedback modules in the sector. As time went by, they started spending nights off BSing about high-level mods they’d like to patent if they had the cash. It was during one of these bull sessions, half-gassed on Red’s hangar hooch—to this day the meanest home brew Pearly’d ever choked down—that Pearly first outlined a rough schematic for his heuristic, biometric articulator.

			Years later, with the full weight of the SceeVees at his disposal, he’d bent to building the thing and having it installed in every rig under his complement. The device learned the nervous responses of each user and gradually made accommodations to improve performance. Now the more hours his SceeVees logged in their rigs, the better their SCVs would respond. As a result, the men grew attached to their particular machines. Pearly, a cowboy at heart, always thought of the horses Choss farmers kept handy for the frequent fuel shortages—of the rider in the saddle, getting to know a favorite mount.

			Pearly was not immune to the effect. He plated his rig with salvaged neosteel, juiced its thrusters, and generally babied the huge hunk of hardware.

			Now, safely back on terra firma (or Gurdlac firma, he thought), Pearly took a few grateful, clomping, knee-bending steps, fired his thrusters over a short burst, and checked the output indicators. Then, satisfied that the rig was operating as it should, he turned and checked the tactical monitor to his left. The steady vital signs of all his SceeVees throbbed reassuringly back at him, an efficient grid of pulsing red dots.

			Pearly looked around at Gurdlac. An endless scrub plain rippled with occasional arroyos to the east. A sharp wall of stone rose to a plateau in the west, rived and riddled with slot ravines and box canyons as it stretched ceaselessly to the north and south. The moon was gorgeous and desolate in a way he knew well, a way only deserts managed. And it was a nice day.

			That made this harder.

			“Keep those lids down, boys. I know we all miss fresh air, but this place will pull the moisture right out of you, and we haven’t got that much to spare. Keep COMFORtroller setting on high so you don’t sweat.”

			Fat chance. Damn things aren’t much better than mass-market air conditioners. When we get back, I am putting a tac squad on improving them, he thought for the hundredth time.

			They had the command center up fast. Not record time—Pearly tracked their construction records, hoping they’d best themselves every chance—but a hell of a lot faster than the average gang of Dominion lug nuts.

			They stowed the supplies faster, and by lunch they were ready to crack the mining plans and pick an initial dig spot.

			• • •

			It was just after 16:00 when they tripped the zerg trigger with a CRAK! The sound was like a pig-iron trap closing on the leg of a range boar in the scrub outside Quijadas, where he used to hunt as a boy.

			One of the MULEs had thrown a claw at around 14:30, and Pearly was helping Czark and the A squad fit a quick repair.

			The robotic mobile utility lunar excavators upped the yield of every dig. They were capable of hauling loads that would bring an SCV to a standstill. But they had no brains, no instinct, so Pearly had trained his men to work in concert with the MULEs, correcting unimaginative telemetry and guiding the powerhouse excavators to the places they were needed most.

			Plus the damn things ran through power quickly, and when they went dry, it was up to a couple of good SceeVees to give ’em juice.

			As Pearly was sweating a fresh fitting onto this particular rig, a prescient itch prickled the back of his neck. He grumbled and glanced away from the task at hand.

			Across the dig site, Petty Officer Wolfe was sinking a fusion cutter into the sere rock face. Then there was the sound—CRAK!—and all of a sudden Wolfe was gone and a yawning crevice was splitting the earth beneath their feet. The growing gap circled the site like a rapidly failing seam in weak cloth.

			One of the red lights to Pearly’s left winked out. Wolfe was dead. Pearly’s mind raced. Tectonic fault? No. Too orderly. Perfectly ringing the camp. Has to be deliberate. Has to be engineered!

			Then the first zergling launched itself out of the crack, stabbed its spikes into Cortez’s cockpit; he’d been a metallurgist from the luxury vehicle factories on Moria. Pearly looked closer and realized the gap was filled . . . with writhing zerg carapaces.

			Fekk! Gotta form up, rally at the command center, and—

			But the crevice was spreading through the entire area. If we go for the command center and the gear, we’ll be surrounded. Pearly scanned the field. Choosey was closest to the shrinking path between them and the canyons. Time for a quick decision.

			“SceeVees! Form up around Lieutenant Wsoro! Shoot the gap and head for the canyons! Carve anything that moves!”

			Pearly slammed the articulator into motion. Already zerg­lings were swarming over the men on the periphery. True to form, the SceeVees were falling into pairs, moving tactically, without panic, slicing and crushing zerglings as fast as they could come and hauling ass for the vanishing gateway to half a chance. If Pearly’d had a second, he’d have felt proud. 

			But there wasn’t time. There seemed no end to the horde of zerglings wriggling out of that damn crack, and it would be a matter of moments before they were overwhelmed. Pearly saw a zergling land on top of Dean Mozian’s rig and start digging at the edges of the view hatch. Mozian had been a ballistics expert, pulled from indentured servitude in a Cirion sweatshop. Pearly yanked on his articulator and rammed an arm into the zergling, catching its head in the clamp at the end. He squeezed his fist shut as hard as possible and felt the bug’s skull burst through the OFF ME!

			He jolted as a zergling thudded onto the back of his own rig, and he pivoted toward Czark. Czark stomped through the thorax of another zergling scrambling between them, and he raised his welder. A hissing whine sounded dimly over the comm as Czark maxed the output and blew the bug off Pearly’s back with a white-hot flare.

			Four more lights dimmed to join Wolfe’s. Pearly’s mind tapped out their names in time with the clomping stride of his mech.

			Clomp! Addams, plumber from Great Bend.

			CLOMP! Kobayashi, particle physicist off a roving research fleet.

			They were nearing the gap now, the two MULEs dropping back to absorb as much damage as possible.

			CLOMP! LeFleur, UI architect lured away from the Hypercade.

			CLOMP! Nguyen, structural architect, still worked for the ChariCorps, funneling military-grade armor data to low-income housing initiatives.

			Most of the men were through the gap. Pearly looked back. Czark and the other stragglers were spitting plasma into a great brown tide of zerg.

			Now what? Even in the open, they’ll drown us in seconds! Pearly clamped hold of Blake, a network specialist already pensioned from twenty years at UNN, and slung the other man’s crippled rig through the gap. The tide was almost on them!

			We need a stopgap or we’re fekked! A wedge of plasteel welders could hold the edge, buy the others some ti—

			Pearly saw Wenders, a demolitions contractor off of Halcyon, go down in a mob of zerglings. Another light dimmed.

			He saw Czark, rig turned aft, clearly thinking the same as him. No, not the same, because—

			Czark fired up his fusion cutter and pointed the business end toward the massive pack of explosives strapped to Wenders’s rig. Across the distance, Czark caught Pearly’s eye. Pearly had just enough time to utter a quiet, useless—

			“No—”

			And the entire site became a cloud of roiling fire. The blast knocked Pearly’s rig into two of his retreating SceeVees. For a moment he lay there, shaking his head, trying to clear the ringing chimes.

			Pearly gained his feet. Czark had bought them some time, but it would be a minute at best. They needed to move—

			“West by northwest, the narrowest damn canyon we’ll fit through! Coordinates on your HUDs! Now move!”

			• • •

			Night had fallen by the time Pearly felt confident ordering the company to halt. 

			They had made it through the gap before the zerg had been able to regroup, and once the SceeVees were out of sight, the bugs hadn’t given chase. Pearly knew the still, windless day had kept the scent of rig grease from traveling and probably made them harder to track, but even so, they’d caught a break.

			Now deep in the winding slots and alleys of the plateau, they had discovered an enormous box canyon with stepped sides. There were only two ways out, both pinch points. Be as safe here as anywhere, Pearly thought, and he gave the order.

			The men ground to a halt. Pearly opened a comm channel to Griffud. “Liam. I need a detailed 3-D of these canyons quick as you can.”

			“Copy that, chief.” Griffud’s response was followed by a few muted beeps as he bent to the task. Pearly nodded and turned to his other troops.

			“All right, form up.”

			They did, wearily but without complaint.

			“We lost some friends today, and we’re all beat from this march. But I’m going to need more from you before we can rest.”

			“What the hell was that, Pearly?” It was Eddie Rimes, a transpo captain out of Tyrador.

			“It was a trap.” Choosey spat the words. “I know a trap when I see one. We’ve set plenty for those Dominion dogs, haven’t we? We got sent down here to mine a goddamn punji pit.”

			Rimes plowed on. “But how could they know? How could they know we were going to come to that spot?”

			“They didn’t.”

			It was Dave Warner, who’d spent three years working counter-biological engineering strategies for the SRO.

			“Trap wasn’t set for us. Trap wasn’t set for anybody. Or maybe I should say it was set for anybody who doesn’t crawl around inside a carapace. We got reports of this in Special Research Ops, called them trip wires. Basically, zerg find a rich haul, and instead of mining it, they dig in, fill a cavern with creep, and go into a short hibernation. Like a frog in a pond.”

			“Bullshit! Frogs don’t explode out of the ground and tear you to shreds, mate!”

			Pearly’d had enough. He hopped up on a nearby rock and hollered, “All right, stow that!”

			The SceeVees stowed it.

			Pearly sighed. “I’m not gonna sugarcoat it. We’re in trouble. We were running this thing stripped down to begin with. Now the food and water are sitting in the center of a deathtrap. We’re out of range of the Hyperion, and we’re not expecting her back for two weeks. With what we got in hand here . . .” 

			He fell silent, and Griffud finished his thought. 

			“Not even close.”

			“So . . . I need ideas.”

			They were quiet. It was the first time Pearly could remember asking his SceeVees to brainstorm and not getting bowled over with twenty competing plan As. They needed more than planning now. They needed more than leadership. They needed inspiration. He thought of what Swann had said.

			Inspiration from a man who hates using more than ten words end to end. Dammit. Goddammit.

			Then Pearly thought of Lynn-Ann and the two boys. He thought good and hard.

			Step one is opening your mouth.

			“Okay,” he said, not really knowing what would come next. “Okay, listen . . .”

			They did.

			“Way I see it . . . this . . . this is an engineering problem like any other. It’s transpo of dangerous materials. It’s resource management. It’s . . .”

			“It’s plumbing,” finished Choosey. 

			“Right!” said Pearly. “The messy kind. Think about it. We got crap where we don’t want it, and we got to get it to flow somewhere else. So. What have we got to get that done with?”

			“Well, to start, we’re all wearing massive construction vehicles,” Griffud chimed in. “That’s got to count for something.”

			“So what do we do with them? C’mon!”

			“Normally we build things, but we haven’t got any materials,” said Rimes.

			Pearly scratched his neck and looked around. Then he snapped his fingers.

			“The hell we don’t. Clearly you’ve never been to Choss to see my masterpiece.”

			Rimes stared back for a beat; then he laughed. “Cliffs. You bastards carved all kinds of things out of your cliffs—”

			“Whole resorts, practically vertical cities,” finished Pearly. “Listen, you bunch of lugs.” He strode out into the center of the canyon. “We are standing in the middle of one big building supply. Those wriggling bastards think they can build a trap? They are up against the crankiest crew of ass-kicking wrench swingers in the goddamn sector!”

			Pearly turned and walked among the men.

			“So you’re tired. I’m tired. I’m beat raw from running, from fifty years of lugging, from seeing my world bled by the Confederacy and the Dominion, and from two goddamn wars too many! I’m tired and I’m mad as hell, and you should be too, because once again we’re shouldering seven times the shit of any other unit in the sector! But you know what? I’m glad! I’m glad because when I get back—back to my boys, to my home, to my wife—when I get back, I will have earned it like no man could who wasn’t here in this ravine tonight.

			“So if you’re tired, good! You’re angry? Better. A tired, angry, unwashed, half-fed SceeVee is worth ten soldiers running on eight hours and three squares. They give us a spoon, and we dig them a bunker. They give us a twig, and we build them a fort! They give us this big, lonely hole in the ground, and we will carve an engine of death that will crush these bugs so flat you’ll wish there were even more of them just so you could watch ’em die. And I promise you this . . . 

			“Boys in the mess hall on that ship, boys in bed all across this sector, will piss and moan and feel sorely cheated that they were not here the day sixteen tired lugs wiped out a hungry xeno army!”

			“Hell, yeah!” shouted Drew Roder, who’d spent ten years wildcatting on frozen Zenn, and some of the others laughed and clapped.

			Griffud’s voice piped quietly over Pearly’s comm. “The 3-D is up for the whole range.” Pearly immediately brought the model up and located the canyon. He studied the flickering picture of twisting ravines, then highlighted a handful of points and bounced it to the entire unit.

			“See? It’s gonna be even easier than we thought.” 

			A few more grunted a hearty assent, and Pearly caught at least one “Damn right.” 

			“Choosey, can you widen the entrance with the explosives we have in hand?”

			“I can do a lot more than that. But I got one question, chief. How are we gonna get the wriggling bastards in here?” 

			Pearly sighed, thought again of his family.

			“Only one way I can think of . . .”

			• • •

			They worked through the night, taking their time, doing everything right. They had just one shot at this. But then, the SceeVees were used to those parameters. They’d built slingshot launchpads where a centimeter in the wrong direction meant a dead pilot. They’d drawn up minimum viable equipment lists where an extra kilogram of neosteel armor would bury the airship in a mountainside, and a kilogram under would spell death by hydralisk.

			In a way, it’s nice to have our own lives in our hands rather than the life of some earnest kid.

			The thought crossed Pearly’s mind as he surveyed the embattled camp at sunrise. The other SceeVees had all balked when he said he’d be the one to go, but Pearly had insisted. Griffud, cursedly, mercifully scientific till the end, had pointed out that Pearly’d won the annual T-280 obstacle relay three years running. Even if that hadn’t been the case, Pearly felt he’d let too many good men take a bullet for him on this mission already.

			Looks quiet.

			Aside from the massive crevice and the unmistakable gooey creep, the camp looked much as it had the day they built it. Peaceful. Deserted.

			Yeah, and if you believe that, I’ve got a bridge to sell you. Pearly chuckled. Actually, I do. I’ve got bridges to spare.

			Pearly’s laughter brought Choosey’s concerned voice across the open comm. “Sir?” 

			Getting punchy. Gotta stay focused. Pearly reined it in and said quietly, “Nothing, Choosey. How we doing back there?”

			“Finishing solar recharge on the rigs. One minute to thunder, chief.”

			This could be the day, Pearly thought. Hell, I’ve dodged more bullets than an old lug has a right to. Two wars, countless lawless worlds. If I can save the other guys . . .

			“Be a good way,” he said aloud.

			“Thirty seconds, chief.”

			But if this is gonna be it . . . Pearly reached out and tapped the controls. The hatch opened with a hermetic hiss.

			“Chief?”

			“It’s fine, Choosey.” The arid wind of Gurdlac swept into the cockpit like a lover’s kiss. Pearly shrugged off the harness and felt the feather touch of that breeze reach him. He felt the sweet, dry air, the warm sun. He thought of his boys. Good boys. Men now, really. Good heads on their shoulders.

			“Fifteen seconds, chief.”

			He thought of Lynn-Ann, with her long honey hair and her slim, tan body. A frontier girl from Choss. He’d been with a fashionable city kitty in college, and during seventh-term break he threw her over for Lynn-Ann, whom he’d not seen since grade school. Lynn-Ann, the grubby-kneed tomboy down the lane who’d budded into this desert angel. Lynn-Ann, who smelled of agave, and of sage, and of something indefinable that was better than both.

			Best choice I ever made, Pearly thought.

			“Five . . .”

			He took a deep, lung-stretching breath.

			“Four . . .”

			He ran over the plans . . .

			“Three . . .”

			Searching for a fault . . .

			“Two . . .”

			Running the variables . . .

			“One!”

			He grabbed the articulator.

			“SceeVees charged and standing by!”

			He felt the drill spin up through the tactile array.

			“Anytime, chief!”

			He reached up and touched his neck, whisked dry by the wind . . .

			“Chief?”

			Pearly tapped the controls. The hatch slammed shut—

			—and Pearly drove the drill deep into the ground!

			The reaction was instantaneous. Zerglings exploded out of the crevice in a tidal wave of writhing limbs. Their massed hiss reached Pearly a split second ahead of the full realization of what he was doing.

			“Shit.”

			He turned, fired his thrusters, and fled as if the Devil himself were giving chase.

			Pearly passed up the canyon opening they’d taken the day before and opted for a wider slot a half klick down the wall. They’d traced the telemetry Griffud had pulled up and realized that the box canyon’s other exit widened substantially after a few meters. It had been child’s play for Tac Squad B to modify the pinch point.

			It’ll be nice and inviting, thought Pearly. I hope.

			The first zergling took about three minutes of hauling ass (“hell-for-leather,” Lynn-Ann would say) to reach him. He was ready. A quick swing of the fusion cutters, and the zergling tumbled to a stop in two pieces, got trampled to jam seconds later by the horde.

			But Pearly’d lost a half step, and the little bastards were, by God, fast.

			He caught another one in his clamp and hurled it ahead of him like a shot put so that he could grind it to bits with his next few steps.

			But the third zergling got its teeth into the motivator on his left arm before he fried it plasma-crispy, and the fourth made it up onto his back.

			Pearly felt the servos slow with the added weight. No good. Gotta shake it.

			He tore open the control box on his right and made a quick live patch. The skin of his T-280 ran white-hot with the current, and the zergling squealed and skittered off.

			Pearly checked the meters. Just enough juice to make the endgame if he didn’t use his thrusters. Can’t pull that trick twice. Gotta get some breathing room.

			They hadn’t left camp with much, but the men had been lugging a handful of demolition packs and a few odd meters of conduit. They’d needed most of them for the build, but with the tiny bit that was left, Dean and Choosey had worked up three little surprises. Pearly was carrying those surprises now. He reached for the first oblong device and tapped the control panel to activate it.

			This was tricky business. Too big a deterrent, and the horde would give up the chase. Too small, and they’d swamp him. It’s the whole thing in miniature, Pearly thought. “Engineering’s in the details,” he remembered a professor telling him once. Pearly suspected the man hadn’t been talking about kiting hostile xenos. Probably thinking about writing grant proposals, maybe publishing your yearly technical manual.

			Hell, I’d rather be doing this.

			Pearly turned his head to look at the horde. Bad idea. Goddamn. There’s a metric fekk-ton of ’em. He crossed his fingers and spat like he’d seen his father do a hundred times for good luck, then heaved Choosey’s toy into the wave of bugs.

			Choom! The concussion grenade sent up a little mushroom cloud of dirt and tumbling zerglings. He heard the others hiss and squeal their squeals of bloodlust.

			Sonnova zealot, it’s working! He’d bought himself a hair of distance, but the horde of zerglings showed no sign they’d lost interest. If anything, I pissed ’em off. Good. Always better to go in against an enemy who’s rattled.

			He’d made the canyon now and gained some ground as the zerg closed ranks, such as they were, to fit the tighter confines.

			Pearly killed two with the fusion cutters and impaled another on a convenient stone spike. But the rest were closing again, and he couldn’t risk any more of them climbing on and weighing him down. He readied the second grenade.

			Choom! Oom! Oom! Oom-oom-oom. The sound traveled surreally up and down in the acoustics of the canyon.

			Pearly looked back. Not good. The blast had slowed them less this time, and a few had simply scrambled up the sides and continued at a full gallop. Still, he had a little more breathing room.

			Pearly checked the telemetric data. Damn. So far to go, and he was already through the second surprise. If I survive this, maybe they’ll just retire the obstacle relay.

			He’d killed the COMFORtroller to save power after that hot patch earlier, and now it was as blazing inside as outside, but a hell of a lot less dry. Scratch that. If I survive this, I’m going to devote a whole tac squad to developing a better sweat-wicking fiber.

			Another zergling closed the gap, and Pearly managed to put the drill through it, but not before the bug had torn out the control circuit for the whole right arm.

			Pearly was close now. As he rounded a bend, he saw it, the straight shot downhill to the endgame. He was gonna make it!

			That’s when the first zergling hit his back. He cussed and took a stutter step to the side, ground the bastard into the canyon side. But it slowed him, and he’d forgotten about the zerg­lings running along the nearly vertical walls. He’d barely gone three more steps before another bug pounced.

			Then another.

			And another.

			He shook and clawed with the remaining live arm on the T-280 and tore off one of the little bastards, but it was replaced by a fourth. Their sickles stabbed away at the plasteel of his view hatch. The servos whined and groaned, and his forward momentum flagged dramatically. He could see the goal a few strides away, but it was impossible. Impossibly far.

			The rest of the horde would be on him in seconds. He couldn’t use the hot patch again; he’d be rooted to the ground like a stone. Not enough juice for thrusters either.

			Cracks began to web across the view hatch.

			Only one chance. Crazy. But he had to get them past the pinch point—

			Chlink! A zergling sickle came through the plasteel, and he felt the burning pain as it stabbed deep into his shoulder. Pearly hollered and gritted his teeth.

			Now or never!

			He tapped a control with his good arm . . .

			. . . and the world went white as the final concussion grenade—still strapped to the back of his rig—detonated with a pop!

			• • •

			Pain.

			Pain in his shoulder.

			He wasn’t dead.

			Pearly opened his eyes. The blast had thrown his rig practically to the far end of the canyon. The pain in his shoulder was from the zergling sickle, still stuck there, separated from its owner by the explosion.

			He peered through the shattered view hatch.

			The entire zerg horde was pouring through the pinch point and headed—

			Right at me. 

			Pearly cussed again and yanked on the controls. The T-280 was a mess. All the motivators in one leg were blown. Didn’t matter. He still had the other leg and one arm, and he got the thing up. He realized that Choosey and every other voice in the corps were shouting over the comm for him to “goddammit, move your sorry ass!” And he did.

			He lurched, and dragged, and pirouetted like a drunk, and somehow—somehow—got that sorry ass to the wall where Choosey’s tow chain was dangling, jammed his clamp around it, and felt the tug in the OFFM as Choosey and Griffud hauled him skyward!

			And Pearly heard the sound—a freight train filled with bees hitting a bridge abutment—as hundreds of zerglings piled into the canyon wall below him.

			They scrambled—oh, they scrambled—at the wall, which had been sheared just sharp enough. “A zergling can climb a nearly vertical surface,” Warner had said. “Nearly.”

			And they hissed—oh, they hissed—as Choosey flipped a toggle and activated the precisely placed demolition charges in the cliff walls so that the widened pinch point vanished with a crisp bang and a small cloud of dust. “Easy peasy lemon thingy,” Choosey had said.

			And then zerglings began to die.

			They died as delicately milled stone floors dropped out from under them and sent them tumbling into pits lined with meticulously sharpened conduit spikes.

			They died as columns of elegantly turned rock thundered, balletic, down perfectly machined ramps and ground the bugs to a sticky paste.

			They died in sand traps and pitfalls, snares and rockslides, and when they’d been winnowed down to a handful, the last few died with their heads crushed by the servo-actuated loading clamps at the ends of the arms of a tight phalanx of fifteen hungry, tired, ornery old farts. Pearly let them handle it. They’d earned the satisfaction.

			• • •

			Lieutenant Hathaway was nervous as the dropship shuddered through the thin, dry atmosphere of Gurdlac. It wasn’t the drop. In his short career, Hathaway had dropped onto worlds much less hospitable than this. And he’d stared into the maw of an angry corruptor and squeezed the trigger on his gauss rifle and saved a dozen soldiers. It was how he’d earned his bars.

			But somehow, whenever he had to deal with the SceeVees, he wound up feeling like a kid who’d been caught playing with Dad’s power tools. He wished he’d pulled another assignment, but there it was: when Jim Raynor asked you to do a job, you did it.

			The ship landed without fuss, and Hathaway got out to survey the dig. He blinked. There were SceeVees scattered around the site, sitting on crates, playing cards, reclining in open T-280 cockpits with their hats down over their eyes, napping.

			But that wasn’t what had Hathaway staring. The whole camp was ringed with zergling skulls on sticks. Crushed ones, cracked ones, some hastily reassembled with construction adhesive. Hathaway stared at these, and at the claw marks scarring the recently built structures, and at the T-280s jury-rigged back to working order with scraps and bits and—was that a beer can housing that motivator?

			“Took you long enough, mate.”

			The man who spoke was “Choosey” Wsoro, Hathaway knew from the mission briefing, but he didn’t respond; he stared. Choosey waited, then looked around and chuckled.

			“Oh yeah. That. We had a little problem with some zerg.”

			Hathaway stuttered. He opened his mouth to speak. Closed it. Opened it again; closed it. Twice more. Finally he managed, “How? That is . . . you’re lucky . . . I mean . . . Were . . . were you able to mine anywhere near the, ah, four hundred payloads you were sent for?”

			Choosey laughed. “Of course not, kid.”

			Hathaway groaned quietly. Raynor wasn’t going to—

			“We mined eight hundred payloads.”

			Nearby, Pearly grinned.

			• • •

			Jim Raynor answered the knock on his door.

			“Come.”

			Pearly entered and found Raynor staring bleakly at a tactical readout. He closed it and rubbed his eyes. “Hey, Pearly. How’s the arm?”

			Pearly set his toolbox down near the door and stepped into the room. “Good as new. Rory’s disappointed. I think he thought we were going to be able to coauthor a digi-tome on one-armed engineering,” he joked.

			Raynor grinned. “Too bad. Could’ve taken that act on the road.”

			“I’ve seen plenty of the road, Commander.”

			“You and me both. What’s on your mind, Pearly?”

			Pearly took a deep breath and got ready to say ten words. More, if it came to that.

			“SceeVee Special Engineering Corps has an output seven times that of an equivalent Dominion unit.”

			“Eight,” replied Raynor. “I ran more . . . recent numbers.”

			Pearly smiled ruefully. “Yes. I guess we’ve gotten awfully chummy with Prince Valerian while my guys were down on that rock.”

			Raynor inhaled sharply. “Yeah. I’ve had to make some odd calls. But this fight we’re in has taken a turn! So if you’re here to—”

			“I’m not. I want a realistic path to peace. There’s some clear advantages to this thing. And that’s an engineer saying that. We trust you.”

			“I appreciate—”

			Pearly pushed ahead. “Still . . . those numbers. Dominion times eight. We do it. And we get you a road or a bridge or a building any damn place you want it, and we can do that because the unit is made up of grown men, Jim. Not bright green, wet-eared pups like the ones that are blowing each other up all over the goddamn sector. Men with families.”

			“Pearly, no one is—”

			“I’m not done. We make those numbers not in spite of the fact that we worry about those families but because we worry about them. It’s better motivation than any stimpack. But it takes a toll.”

			Pearly paused and pulled out a remote console. “This is the maintenance schedule for the machines in my jurisdiction. There’s an itemized list. And it includes the name of each man under my command. They require maintenance. It’s a rolling schedule. And it’s tied to the nav plan you have filed on the bridge. We’ll never be more than four men down at any given time. You can sign it . . .”

			He extended the console to Raynor.

			“Or you can find someone else to run this corps.”

			Jim Raynor looked back at Pearly from behind tired cowboy eyes. It was quiet. Somewhere in the ship above them, something clattered to the deck.

			After a long moment, Raynor took the console. “Okay.”

			Pearly met his gaze. “Okay.”

			Pearly turned to leave, but Raynor added, “There is one thing . . .”

			“What’s that, Jim?”

			“Remember the bridging vehicle I had you working on? Might have figured out a mission for it to make its debut.”

			Pearly nodded.

			“How do you feel about building a small, discreet encampment . . . on Char?”

			Without turning back, Pearly grinned and reached for his toolbox.

		

	
		
			STARCRAFT TIMELINE

			c. 1500

			A group of rogue protoss is exiled from the protoss homeworld of Aiur for refusing to join the Khala, a telepathic link shared by the entire race. These rogues, called the dark templar, ultimately settle on the planet of Shakuras. This split between the two protoss factions becomes known as the Discord.

			(StarCraft: Shadow Hunters, book two of The Dark Templar Saga by Christie Golden)

			(StarCraft: Twilight, book three of The Dark Templar Saga by Christie Golden)

			1865

			The dark templar Zeratul is born. He will later be instrumental in reconciling the severed halves of protoss society.

			(StarCraft: Twilight, book three of The Dark Templar Saga by Christie Golden)

			(StarCraft: Queen of Blades by Aaron Rosenberg)

			2143

			Tassadar is born. He will later be an executor of the Aiur protoss.

			(StarCraft: Twilight, book three of The Dark Templar Saga by Christie Golden)

			(StarCraft: Queen of Blades by Aaron Rosenberg)

			c. 2259

			Four supercarriers—the Argo, the Sarengo, the Reagan, and the Nagglfar—transporting convicts from Earth venture far beyond their intended destination and crash-land on planets in the Koprulu sector. The survivors settle on the planets Moria, Umoja, and Tarsonis and build new societies that grow to encompass other planets.

			2323

			Having established colonies on other planets, Tarsonis becomes the capital of the Terran Confederacy, a powerful but increasingly oppressive government.

			2460

			Arcturus Mengsk is born. He is a member of one of the Confederacy’s elite Old Families.

			(StarCraft: I, Mengsk by Graham McNeill)

			(StarCraft: Liberty’s Crusade by Jeff Grubb)

			(StarCraft: Uprising by Micky Neilson)

			2464

			Tychus Findlay is born. He will later become good friends with Jim Raynor during the Guild Wars.

			(StarCraft: Heaven’s Devils by William C. Dietz)

			2470

			Jim Raynor is born. His parents are Trace and Karol Raynor, farmers on the fringe world of Shiloh.

			(StarCraft: Heaven’s Devils by William C. Dietz)

			(StarCraft: Liberty’s Crusade by Jeff Grubb)

			(StarCraft: Queen of Blades by Aaron Rosenberg)

			(StarCraft: Frontline volume 4, “Homecoming” by Chris Metzen and Hector Sevilla)

			(StarCraft monthly comic #5 –7 by Simon Furman and Federico Dallocchio)

			2473

			Sarah Kerrigan is born. She is a terran gifted with powerful psionic abilities.

			(StarCraft: Liberty’s Crusade by Jeff Grubb)

			(StarCraft: Uprising by Micky Neilson)

			(StarCraft: Queen of Blades by Aaron Rosenberg)

			(StarCraft: The Dark Templar Saga by Christie Golden)

			2478

			Arcturus Mengsk graduates from the Styrling Academy and joins the Confederate Marine Corps against the wishes of his parents.

			(StarCraft: I, Mengsk by Graham McNeill)

			2485

			Tensions rise between the Confederacy and the Kel-Morian Combine, a shady corporate partnership created by the Morian Mining Coalition and the Kelanis Shipping Guild to protect their mining interests from Confederate aggression. After the Kel-Morians ambush Confederate forces that are encroaching on the Noranda Glacier vespene mine, open warfare breaks out. This conflict comes to be known as the Guild Wars.

			(StarCraft: Heaven’s Devils by William C. Dietz)

			(StarCraft: I, Mengsk by Graham McNeill)

			2488–2489

			Jim Raynor joins the Confederate Marine Corps and meets Tychus Findlay. In the later battles between the Confederacy and the Kel-Morian Combine, the 321st Colonial Rangers Battalion (whose membership includes Raynor and Findlay) comes to prominence for its expertise and bravado, earning it the nickname “Heaven’s Devils.”

			(StarCraft: Heaven’s Devils by William C. Dietz)

			Jim Raynor meets fellow Confederate soldier Cole Hickson in a Kel-Morian prison camp. During this encounter, Hickson teaches Raynor how to resist and survive the Kel-Morians’ brutal torture methods.

			(StarCraft: Heaven’s Devils by William C. Dietz)

			(StarCraft monthly comic #6 by Simon Furman and Federico Dallocchio)

			Toward the end of the Guild Wars, Jim Raynor and Tychus Findlay go AWOL from the Confederate military.

			Arcturus Mengsk resigns from the Confederate military after achieving the rank of colonel. He then becomes a successful prospector in the galactic rim.

			(StarCraft: I, Mengsk by Graham McNeill)

			After nearly four years of war, the Confederacy “negotiates” peace with the Kel-Morian Combine, annexing almost all of the Kel-Morians’ supporting mining guilds. Despite this massive setback, the Kel-Morian Combine is allowed to continue its existence and retain its autonomy.

			Arcturus Mengsk’s father, Confederate senator Angus Mengsk, declares the independence of Korhal IV, a core world of the Confederacy that has long been at odds with the government. In response, three Confederate ghosts—covert terran operatives with superhuman psionic powers enhanced by cutting-edge technology—assassinate Angus, his wife, and their young daughter. Furious at the murder of his family, Arcturus takes command of the rebellion in Korhal and wages a guerrilla war against the Confederacy.

			(StarCraft: I, Mengsk by Graham McNeill)

			2491

			As a warning to other would-be separatists, the Confederacy unleashes a nuclear holocaust on Korhal IV, killing millions. In retaliation, Arcturus Mengsk names his rebel group the Sons of Korhal and intensifies his struggle against the Confederacy. During this time Arcturus liberates a Confederate ghost named Sarah Kerrigan, who later becomes his second-in-command.

			(StarCraft: Uprising by Micky Neilson)

			2495

			After living an indulgent, self-destructive lifestyle as outlaws, Jim Raynor and Tychus Findlay are cornered by authorities, and Raynor’s criminal years come to an end. Although Tychus is apprehended, Raynor manages to escape. Raynor retires on the planet Mar Sara and marries Liddy. Their son, Johnny, is born shortly after.

			(StarCraft: Devils’ Due by Christie Golden)

			(StarCraft: Frontline volume 4, “Homecoming” by Chris Metzen and Hector Sevilla)

			2496

			Jim Raynor becomes a marshal on Mar Sara.

			2498

			Despite Jim’s reservations, Johnny Raynor is sent to the Ghost Academy on Tarsonis to develop his latent psionic potential. In the same year, Jim and Liddy receive a letter informing them of Johnny’s death. Unable to cope with her grief, Liddy wastes away and dies soon afterward.

			(StarCraft: Frontline volume 4, “Homecoming” by Chris Metzen and Hector Sevilla)

			2499–2500

			Two alien threats appear in the Koprulu sector: the ruthless, highly adaptable zerg and the enigmatic protoss. In a seemingly unprovoked attack, the protoss incinerate the terran planet Chau Sara, drawing the ire of the Confederacy. Unbeknownst to most terrans, Chau Sara had become infested by the zerg, and the protoss had carried out their attack in order to destroy the infestation. Other worlds, including the nearby planet Mar Sara, are also found to be infested by the zerg.

			(StarCraft: Liberty’s Crusade by Jeff Grubb)

			(StarCraft: Twilight, book three of The Dark Templar Saga by Christie Golden)

			On Mar Sara, the Confederacy imprisons Jim Raynor for destroying Backwater Station, a zerg-infested terran outpost. He is liberated soon after by Mengsk’s rebel group, the Sons of Korhal.

			(StarCraft: Liberty’s Crusade by Jeff Grubb)

			A Confederate marine named Ardo Melnikov finds himself embroiled in the conflict on Mar Sara. He suffers from painful memories of his former life on the planet Bountiful, but he soon discovers that there is a darker truth to his past.

			(StarCraft: Speed of Darkness by Tracy Hickman)

			Mar Sara suffers the same fate as Chau Sara and is incinerated by the protoss. Jim Raynor, Arcturus Mengsk, the Sons of Korhal, and some of the planet’s residents manage to escape the destruction.

			(StarCraft: Liberty’s Crusade by Jeff Grubb)

			Feeling betrayed by the Confederacy, Jim Raynor joins the Sons of Korhal and meets Sarah Kerrigan. A Universal News Network (UNN) reporter, Michael Liberty, accompanies the rebel group to report on the chaos and counteract Confederate propaganda.

			(StarCraft: Liberty’s Crusade by Jeff Grubb)

			A Confederate politician named Tamsen Cauley tasks the War Pigs—a covert military unit created to take on the Confederacy’s dirtiest jobs—with assassinating Arcturus Mengsk. The attempt on Mengsk’s life fails.

			(StarCraft monthly comic #1 by Simon Furman and Federico Dallocchio)

			November “Nova” Terra, a daughter of one of the Confederacy’s powerful Old Families on Tarsonis, unleashes her latent psionic abilities after she telepathically feels the murder of her parents and her brother. Once her terrifying power becomes known, the Confederacy hunts her down, intending to take advantage of her talents.

			(StarCraft: Ghost: Nova by Keith R. A. DeCandido)

			Arcturus Mengsk deploys a devastating weapon—the psi emitter—on the Confederate capital of Tarsonis. The device sends out amplified psionic signals and draws large numbers of zerg to the planet. Tarsonis falls soon after, and the loss of the capital proves to be a deathblow to the Confederacy.

			(StarCraft: Liberty’s Crusade by Jeff Grubb)

			Arcturus Mengsk betrays Sarah Kerrigan and abandons her on Tarsonis as it is being overrun by zerg. Jim Raynor, who had developed a deep bond with Kerrigan, defects from the Sons of Korhal in fury and forms a rebel group that will come to be known as Raynor’s Raiders. He soon discovers Kerrigan’s true fate: instead of being killed by the zerg, she has been transformed into a powerful being known as the Queen of Blades.

			(StarCraft: Liberty’s Crusade by Jeff Grubb)

			(StarCraft: Queen of Blades by Aaron Rosenberg)

			Michael Liberty leaves the Sons of Korhal along with Raynor after witnessing Mengsk’s ruthlessness. Unwilling to become a propaganda tool, the reporter begins transmitting rogue news broadcasts that expose Mengsk’s oppressive tactics.

			(StarCraft: Liberty’s Crusade by Jeff Grubb)

			(StarCraft: Queen of Blades by Aaron Rosenberg)

			Arcturus Mengsk declares himself emperor of the Terran Dominion, a new government that takes power over many of the terran planets in the Koprulu sector.

			(StarCraft: I, Mengsk by Graham McNeill)

			Dominion senator Corbin Phash discovers that his young son, Colin, can attract hordes of deadly zerg with his psionic abilities—a talent that the Dominion sees as a useful weapon.

			(StarCraft: Frontline volume 1, “Weapon of War” by Paul Benjamin, David Shramek, and Hector Sevilla)

			The supreme ruler of the zerg, the Overmind, discovers the location of the protoss homeworld of Aiur and launches an invasion of the planet.

			(StarCraft: Frontline volume 3, “Twilight Archon” by Ren Zatopek and Noel Rodriguez)

			(StarCraft: Queen of Blades by Aaron Rosenberg)

			(StarCraft: Twilight, book three of The Dark Templar Saga by Christie Golden)

			Juras, the brilliant inventor of the protoss mothership, awakens from a centuries-long sleep to discover that Aiur is under threat from the zerg. Not knowing the zerg’s true intentions or the reasons for their assault, the scientist struggles to decide whether or not to attack the strange aliens.

			(“Mothership” by Brian Kindregan at www.starcraft2.com)

			The heroic high templar Tassadar sacrifices himself to destroy the Overmind. However, much of Aiur is left in ruins. The remaining Aiur protoss flee through a warp gate created by the xel’naga—an ancient alien race that is thought to have influenced the evolution of the zerg and the protoss—and are transported to the dark templar planet Shakuras. For the first time since the dark templar were banished from Aiur, the two protoss societies are reunited.

			(StarCraft: Frontline volume 3, “Twilight Archon” by Ren Zatopek and Noel Rodriguez)

			(StarCraft: Queen of Blades by Aaron Rosenberg)

			(StarCraft: Twilight, book three of The Dark Templar Saga by Christie Golden)

			The zerg pursue the refugees from the planet Aiur through the warp gate to Shakuras. Jim Raynor and his forces, who had become allies with Tassadar and the dark templar Zeratul, stay behind on Aiur in order to shut down the warp gate. Meanwhile, Zeratul and the protoss executor Artanis utilize the powers of an ancient xel’naga temple on Shakuras to purge the zerg that have already invaded the planet.

			On the fringe world of Bhekar Ro, two terran siblings named Octavia and Lars stumble upon a recently unearthed xel’naga artifact. Their investigation goes awry when the device absorbs Lars and fires a mysterious beam of light into space, attracting the attention of the protoss and the zerg. Before long, Bhekar Ro is engulfed in a brutal conflict among terran, protoss, and zerg forces as each group fights to claim the strange artifact.

			(StarCraft: Shadow of the Xel’Naga by Gabriel Mesta)

			The United Earth Directorate (UED), having observed the conflict among the terrans, the zerg, and the protoss, dispatches a military expeditionary force to the Koprulu sector from Earth in order to take control. To accomplish its goal, the UED captures a fledgling Overmind on the zerg-occupied planet of Char. The Queen of Blades, Mengsk, Raynor, and the protoss put aside their differences and work together in order to defeat the UED and the new Overmind. These unlikely allies manage to succeed, and after the death of the second Overmind, the Queen of Blades attains control over all zerg in the Koprulu sector.

			On an uncharted moon near Char, Zeratul encounters the terran Samir Duran, once an ally of the Queen of Blades. Zeratul discovers that Duran has successfully spliced together zerg and protoss DNA to forge a hybrid, a creation that Duran ominously prophesies will change the universe forever.

			Arcturus Mengsk exterminates half of his ghost operatives to ensure loyalty among the former Confederate agents who have been integrated into the Dominion ghost program. Additionally, he establishes a new Ghost Academy on Ursa, a moon orbiting Korhal IV.

			(StarCraft: Shadow Hunters, book two of The Dark Templar Saga by Christie Golden)

			Corbin Phash sends his son, Colin, into hiding from the Dominion, whose agents are hunting down the young boy to exploit his psionic abilities. Corbin flees to the Umojan Protectorate, a terran government independent of the Dominion.

			(StarCraft: Frontline volume 3, “War-Torn” by Paul Benjamin, David Shramek, and Hector Sevilla)

			The young Colin Phash is captured by the Dominion and sent to the Ghost Academy. Meanwhile, his father, Corbin, acts as a dissenting voice against the Dominion from the Umojan Protectorate. For his outspoken opposition, Corbin becomes the target of an assassination attempt.

			(StarCraft: Frontline volume 4, “Orientation” by Paul Benjamin, David Shramek, and Mel Joy San Juan)

			2501

			Nova Terra, having escaped the destruction of her homeworld, Tarsonis, trains alongside other gifted terrans and hones her psionic talents at the Ghost Academy.

			(StarCraft: Ghost: Nova by Keith R. A. DeCandido)

			(StarCraft: Ghost Academy volume 1 by Keith R. A. DeCandido and Fernando Heinz Furukawa)

			Nova encounters Colin Phash, whom the academy is studying in an effort to harness his unique abilities. Meanwhile, four comrades from Nova’s past desperately seek rescue from a zerg onslaught after they become stranded on the mining planet of Shi.

			(StarCraft: Ghost Academy volume 2 by David Gerrold and Fernando Heinz Furukawa)

			During a training exercise in the Baker’s Dozen system, Nova and her peers at the Ghost Academy discover that the planet of Shi has been overrun with zerg. Of even greater concern is the fact that several terrans—friends from Nova’s youth on Tarsonis—are trapped on the planet.

			(StarCraft: Ghost Academy volume 3 by David Gerrold and Fernando Heinz Furukawa)

			2502

			Arcturus Mengsk reaches out to his son, Valerian, who had grown up in the relative absence of his father. Intending for Valerian to continue the Mengsk dynasty, Arcturus recalls his own progression from an apathetic teenager to an emperor.

			(StarCraft: I, Mengsk by Graham McNeill)

			Reporter Kate Lockwell is embedded with Dominion troops to deliver patriotic, pro-Dominion broadcasts to the Universal News Network. During her time with the soldiers, she encounters former UNN reporter Michael Liberty and discovers some of the darker truths beneath the Dominion’s surface.

			(StarCraft: Frontline volume 2, “Newsworthy” by Grace Randolph and Nam Kim)

			Tamsen Cauley plans to kill off the War Pigs—who are now disbanded—in order to cover up his previous attempt to assassinate Arcturus Mengsk. Before enacting his plan, Cauley gathers the War Pigs for a mission to kill Jim Raynor, an action that Cauley believes will win Mengsk’s favor. One of the War Pigs sent on this mission, Cole Hickson, is the former Confederate soldier who helped Raynor survive the brutal Kel-Morian prison camp.

			(StarCraft monthly comic #1 by Simon Furman and Federico Dallocchio)

			Fighters from all three of the Koprulu sector’s factions—terran, protoss, and zerg—vie for control over an ancient xel’naga temple on the planet Artika. Amid the violence, the combatants come to realize the individual motivations that have brought them to this chaotic battlefield.

			(StarCraft: Frontline volume 1, “Why We Fight” by Josh Elder and Ramanda Kamarga)

			The Kel-Morian crew of the Generous Profit arrives on a desolate planet in hopes of finding something worth salvaging. As they sort through the ruins, the crew members discover the terrifying secret behind the planet’s missing populace.

			(StarCraft: Frontline volume 2, “A Ghost Story” by Kieron Gillen and Hector Sevilla)

			A team of protoss scientists experiments on a sample of zerg creep, bio-matter that provides nourishment to zerg structures. However, the substance begins to affect the scientists strangely, eventually sending their minds spiraling downward into madness.

			(StarCraft: Frontline volume 2, “Creep” by Simon Furman and Tomás Aira)

			A psychotic viking pilot, Captain Jon Dyre, attacks the innocent colonists of Ursa during a weapon demonstration. His former pupil, Wes Carter, confronts Dyre in order to end his crazed killing spree.

			(StarCraft: Frontline volume 1, “Heavy Armor, Part 1” by Simon Furman and Jesse Elliott)

			(StarCraft: Frontline volume 2, “Heavy Armor, Part 2” by Simon Furman and Jesse Elliott)

			Sandin Forst, a skilled Thor pilot with two loyal partners, braves the ruins of a terran installation on Mar Sara in order to infiltrate a hidden vault. After getting access to the facility, Forst realizes that the treasures he expected to find were never meant to be discovered.

			(StarCraft: Frontline volume 1, “Thundergod” by Richard A. Knaak and Naohiro Washio)

			2503

			When Private Maren Ayers, a Dominion medic, and her platoon are attacked by zerg on the barren mining world of Sorona, they take refuge in a naturally fortified settlement called Cask. Although the area proves to be impenetrable to attackers, Ayers and her comrades soon witness the zerg’s frightening adaptability when the aliens unleash an explosive new mutation to overcome Cask’s defenses.

			(“Broken Wide” by Cameron Dayton at www.starcraft2.com)

			Dominion scientists capture the praetor Muadun and conduct experiments on him to better understand the protoss’ psionic gestalt—the Khala. Led by the twisted Dr. Stanley Burgess, these researchers violate every ethical code in their search for power.

			(StarCraft: Frontline volume 3, “Do No Harm” by Josh Elder and Ramanda Kamarga)

			Archaeologist Jake Ramsey investigates a xel’naga temple, but things quickly spiral out of control when a protoss mystic known as a preserver merges with his mind. Afterward Jake is flooded with memories spanning protoss history.

			(StarCraft: Firstborn, book one of The Dark Templar Saga by Christie Golden)

			Jake Ramsey’s adventure continues on the planet Aiur. Under the instructions of the protoss preserver within his head, Jake explores the shadowy labyrinths beneath the planet’s surface to locate a sacred crystal that might be instrumental in saving the universe.

			(StarCraft: Shadow Hunters, book two of The Dark Templar Saga by Christie Golden)

			Mysteriously, some of the Dominion’s highly trained ghosts begin to disappear. Nova Terra, now a graduate of the Ghost Academy, investigates the fate of the missing operatives and discovers a terrible secret.

			(StarCraft: Ghost: Spectres by Nate Kenyon)

			Jake Ramsey is separated from his bodyguard, Rosemary Dahl, after they flee Aiur through a xel’naga warp gate. Rosemary ends up alongside refugee protoss on Shakuras, but Jake is nowhere to be found. Alone and running out of time, Jake searches for a way to extricate the protoss preserver from his mind before they both die.

			(StarCraft: Twilight, book three of The Dark Templar Saga by Christie Golden)

			A mixed team of dark templar and Aiur protoss journeys to a remote asteroid in order to activate a dormant colossus—a towering robotic war machine created long ago by the protoss. En route to the asteroid, however, their ship comes under assault by the zerg, imperiling the entire mission.

			(“Colossus” by Valerie Watrous at www.starcraft2.com)

			In the closely guarded Simonson munitions facility on Korhal IV, the Dominion performs testing on its newest terror weapon: the Odin. Unbeknownst to the Dominion, one of the Umojan Protectorate’s elite psionic spies—a shadowguard—has resolved to uncover the military’s secret project at any cost.

			(“Collateral Damage” by Matt Burns at www.starcraft2.com)

			A team from the Moebius Foundation—a mysterious terran organization interested in alien artifacts—investigates a xel’naga structure in the far reaches of the Koprulu sector. During their research the scientists uncover a dark force lurking in the ancient ruins.

			(StarCraft: Frontline volume 4, “Voice in the Darkness” by Josh Elder and Ramanda Kamarga)

			Kern tries to start his life anew after a career as a Dominion reaper, a highly mobile shock trooper who had been chemically altered to be more aggressive. But his troubled past proves harder to escape than he thought when a former comrade unexpectedly arrives at Kern’s home.

			(StarCraft: Frontline volume 4, “Fear the Reaper” by David Gerrold and Ruben de Vela)

			A nightclub singer named Starry Lace finds herself at the center of diplomatic intrigue among Dominion and Kel-Morian officials.

			(StarCraft: Frontline volume 3, “Last Call” by Grace Randolph and Seung-Hui Kye)

			When a ragtag group of Dominion marines known as Zeta Squad patrols a mining outpost for signs of Kel-Morian terrorist activity, it comes under attack by an insidious zerg mutation that can take on the guise of terrans, blurring the line between friend and foe.

			(“Changeling” by James Waugh at www.starcraft2.com)

			2504

			A world-weary Jim Raynor returns to Mar Sara and grapples with his own disillusionment.

			(StarCraft: Frontline volume 4, “Homecoming” by Chris Metzen and Hector Sevilla)

			Isaac White, one of the Dominion’s heavily armored marauders, is ordered to save a group of Kel-Morian miners under attack from pirates. Yet White’s task proves to be more than just a rescue mission: it becomes an opportunity for him to put to rest a terrible memory that has haunted him since his bomb technician years during the Guild Wars.

			(“Stealing Thunder” by Micky Neilson at www.starcraft2.com)

			After four years of relative silence, the Queen of Blades and her zerg Swarm unleash attacks throughout the Koprulu sector. 

			Jim Raynor continues his struggle against the oppressive Terran Dominion with help from an unlikely source: his former partner in crime, Tychus Findlay. The ex-convict, released from prison under mysterious circumstances, persuades Raynor to hunt down xel’naga artifacts for a wealthy research group called the Moebius Foundation. The work infuses the rebel army with much-needed resources, helping it escalate its offensive against the Dominion and its emperor, Arcturus Mengsk.

			Amid the uprising, Raynor receives a cryptic warning from the dark templar Zeratul about a final war, orchestrated by an unknown, malevolent entity, which will one day scour all life from the cosmos. The only individual powerful enough to forestall this dire future is the murderous Queen of Blades.

			Another discovery follows Zeratul’s revelation: the Moebius Foundation is led by the son of Arcturus, Prince Valerian. Yet the Heir Apparent proves himself to be of a higher caliber than his father. He openly challenges the emperor and offers Raynor a chance to save Kerrigan. All hope lies with the xel’naga artifacts, recently assembled into a device that can theoretically reverse her zerg infestation.

			Raynor and Valerian combine their forces and assault Kerrigan’s seat of power on Char. At the eleventh hour, the rebels activate the artifact, decimating nearby zerg and restoring Kerrigan’s humanity. Yet the victory is bittersweet. Tychus reveals himself to be an agent of Arcturus, ordered to kill the Queen of Blades in exchange for freedom. To save Kerrigan, Raynor guns down his old friend.

			(StarCraft II: Flashpoint by Christie Golden)

			The attack on Char leaves Raynor and Valerian’s fleet in shambles. Hounded by the Dominion, the desperate rebels take Kerrigan to Deadman’s Port, a hive of criminality and vice, well suited for individuals running from the law. Arcturus, however, finds a way to drive Raynor and his comrades out of hiding. Ultimately, they reach safe haven at a research facility in the Umojan Protectorate. There, scientists begin guiding Kerrigan to recovery and studying the lingering remnants of her zerg abilities.

			(StarCraft II: Flashpoint by Christie Golden)

			2505

			Dominion forces launch a devastating assault against the Umojan research facility. Kerrigan becomes separated from her allies as they battle their way to freedom. Only later does the former Queen of Blades learn that Raynor never escaped. Believing that the rebel leader died in the attack, Kerrigan sets off to regain control of the zerg Swarm and topple Arcturus Mengsk once and for all.

			Kerrigan’s quest is aided by Zeratul, who guides her to the primordial homeworld of the zerg: Zerus. She dominates the planet’s savage inhabitants, absorbing their essences and evolving into a being far greater than even the Queen of Blades in her prime. With her newfound power, she strikes at the heart of the Dominion, at long last quenching her thirst for vengeance with Arcturus Mengsk’s blood. 

			The victory also leads her to discover that Raynor is alive, but their reunion is short-lived. Kerrigan ventures into deep space with the Swarm, intent on thwarting a new adversary: Amon, the shadowy entity responsible for the apocalyptic future foreseen by Zeratul. Meanwhile, Raynor and his rebels dedicate themselves to rebuilding humanity following the collapse of Arcturus’s regime.
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