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“Don’t look back! Run, you
bagtards! Run!”

Ardo ran next to Littlefield, the meta case banging wildly between them. Hisfree hand held hisrifle,
swinging asit spewed carnage indiscriminately in his path. There was no effort to fire for effect—al he
could do as he ran was random damage and add to the carnage dready taking place.

The flames wrapped around Ardo as he crossed the line. Thefooting had dready gotten difficult, the
ground dick with charred and ruptured Zerg. Still the metal box banged againgt hisleg, letting him know
thet Littlefiedld was il there, Sill running and pulling him forward.

An unearthly scream tore across the com channel. It continued, an ear-piercing squed of terror. The
interna temperature of his battle armor was growing by the moment. He could fed hishands and feet
garting to blister. Suddenly he ran directly into a standing Zergling. Ardo screamed but did not stop,
knocking the cresture down in his rush before both vanished from each other amid the conflagration.

“Keep running, you dogs!” Breanne spat through the com channel. Her own voice had an edgeto it
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Ardo had never heard before. Was she winded or just afraid?*“Keep running and don’t look back!”

Ingtinctively, Ardo looked.

To thefine men and women of the
U.SS Carl Vinson(CVN-70).
May God go with you as you cross the beach
and grant you calm seas on your journey home.
Visper mare.
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CHAPTER 1
DOWNFALL

GOLDEN.. ..



That was hisword for it, that rare, perfect day that warms the soul with agolden glow of joy. There was
peace in agolden day.

Some days were gray, hung with leaden clouds and rain punctuated by brilliant flashes of burning white
and rolling thunder. Other dayswere avibrant cold blue arching over the frost-encrusted domes and
sheds of the settlement. Some days were even red—the evening sky painted by the dust in the spring
winds before the crops had gotten their own hold on the soil. Some days even extended into the night
with avelvety cobalt blanket across the sky.

He liked those autumn nights when he could leave hisworld behind by staring up into that rich darkness.
God had put pinpricksin the dome of the night, he imagined, so that His light could shinethrough. Asa
child he had searched the stars, hoping to see through to the other sde and catch some glimpse of this
Creator. He had never stopped looking, even though he had reached his nineteenth birthday and had
thought himsdf too mature for such things.

Each day held different colorsfor him. He had experienced them in dl their hues. Each held amemory
and aplacein hisheart. Y et nonein his experience could compare to agolden day. It wasthe color of
thewhest fidlds that rolled like waves across the low hills stretching out from hisfather’ s homestead.
Golden was the warmth of the sun on hisface. Golden wasthe glow he felt within him.

Golden wasthe color of her hair and the sound of her voice.

“You'redreaming again, Ardo,” she whispered playfully. “Come back to me. Y ou are much too far
away!”

He opened his eyes. She was golden.
“Méani, I’'mright here.” Ardo smiled.

“No, you aren’'t.” She pouted—a formidable weapon in getting her way. “Y ou' re off dreaming again and
you'veleft me behind.”

Herolled onto his side, propping his head up on one elbow so that he could get a better look at her. She
wasjust ayear younger than he. Her family had arrived back when Ardo was nine years old, another
group inalong line of religiousrefugeesthat fell from the sky to join with other Saintsin Helaman
Township.

Refugee survivors had been gathering from nearly all the planets of the Confederacy back
then—re uctantpioneers of the stars. Many devouit religious groups had been among the first to be
outlawed by the United Powers League on Earth back in’ 31. It was not anew story to Saints and
Martyrs. Throughout humanity’ s history, those who did not understand the faithful had driven them from
place to place and home to home. That they should be driven from planet to planet, then star to star, was
beginning to sound painfully repetitiousin their Heritage classes. Now, exiles once more, families of the
faithful were scattered among theill-fated transports of the ATLAS project, and when that mission ended
in such cataclysmic failure, those families who survived searched desperately for their brothers and
ggters. When communication was finally established between worlds, the Petriarchs chose an outlying
region on aworld they cdled Bountiful for their new home. Soon, Orbita Dropshipswere landing at the
Zarahemla Starport daily. The newly arrived familieswould then make their way to the outlying
settlements as best they could. Arthur and Keti Bradlaw, with their wide-eyed daughter, were one of five
familiesthat arrived that day. Ardo had joined hisfather asthe entire township came out to welcome the
new families and get them settled.



Ardo could not remember much about Melani then, dthough he had been vaguely aware of the stick of a
girl who seemed awkward, londly, and shy. Hefirst took real notice of her when her fourteenth year
brought some rather remarkable changes. The“ stickgirl” seemed to burst into hisawarenesslike a
butterfly unfolding from its chrysalis. Her features held anatura beauty—body painting and makeup were
frowned upon by the Patriarchs of the township—and it had been Ardo’ s grest good fortune to have
been thefirgt to gpproach her. Hisheart and soul fell into her large, luminescent blue eyes.

The nimbus of her long, shining hair played softly in the warm breeze drifting over the whest fidlds. The
wind carried the distant hum of the mill and the faint scent of the bread at the bakery.

Golden.

“I may be off dreaming, but I’ [l never leave you behind,” he said to her, smiling. The whest rustled about
the blanket wherethey lay. “ Tell me where you want to go. I'll take you therel”

“Right now?’ Her laugh was sunshine. “1n your dreams?’

“Sure!” Ardo pulled himself up to kned on the heavy blanket he had spread out for them. “ Anywherein
the stardl”

“I can't go anywhere.” She amiled. “| have atest in Sister Johnson’ s Hydroponics class this afternoon!
Besides,” she said more earnestly. “Why would | want to go anywhere else at dl? Everything | want is
right here”

Golden. Who could ever leave on such agolden day?

“Then let’ snot go anywhere,” he said eagerly. “Let’ sstay here. . . and get married.”

“Married?’ Shelooked at him, half bemused and half questioning. “1 told you, | have Hydroponics class
this afternoon.”

“No, | meanit.” Ardo had been working himsdf up for thisfor sometime. “I’ ve graduated, and things
areworking out really well on Dad' s agraplots. He said he was thinking of giving meforty acres at thefar
end of the homestead. It’ sthe sweetest place, right up near the base of the canyon. There' sa spot there
next to theriver where. . . where. .. Mdani?’

The girl with the golden hair did not hear him. She sat up, her blue eyes squinting toward the township.
“Thesren, Ardo!”

Then he heard it, too. The distant wall, risng and faling acrossthefields.

Ardo shook hishead. “They dways sound it a noon. . .”

“But itisn’ tnoon, Ardo.”

The sun was eclipsed in that ingtant. Ardo leaped up, whedling around toward the darkened sky. His
mouth fell open as the lengthening shadow surged across the yellowed fields of wheat. Ardo’ s eyes went

wide with the rush of fear. Adrendine roared into hisveins.

Enormous plumes of smoke trailed behind firebals roaring directly toward him from the western end of



the broad valey. Ardo quickly reached down and pulled Melani to her feet. Hismind raced. They had to
run, find shelter . . . But where could they go? Mdani screamed, and he redlized that there was nowhere

to go and noplace safe to hide.

The fireballs seemed so close that both of them ducked. The flames arched over them, the thunderous
sound of their fury quickly drowning the distant warning Siren. The shadow of their wake covered the
entire valey. Five enormous columns crossed overhead, their fingers reaching over Ardo and Mdani
toward the clustered buildings of Helaman Township. Then the firebalswheeled as one, lifted over the
township, and descended in railing flamesinto Segard Y ohansen’ singtantly ruined fields, about amile
past the center of Helaman.

Ardo shook—whether from fear or excitement he could not tell—but at least his stupor had ended. He
clasped Mdani’sarm and began pulling at her. “ Come on! WE ve got to get into the town before they
shut the gatest Come on!”

She needed no further urging.

They ran.

He could not remember how they got into town.

The golden day had turned a muddy brown fading to gray from the smoke that till coated the sky
overhead. It was an oppressive color, date and cold. It seemed so out of place here.

“We vegot to find my Uncle Dez,” he heard himsdlf say. “He has ashop in the compound! Come on!
Comeon!”

Ardo and Mdani struggled to move through the center of the township, now crowded with refugees.
Helaman origindly had been nothing but an outpostin the far reaches of Bountiful. Itstown center wasthe
origina fortress compound with the defensive wall encompassing the main buildings. Since then, the town
had grown well beyond those central walls. Now more than ten thousand people called Helaman their
home—and nearly dl of them had poured into the safety of the old fortress compound.

He could just seethe sign “ Dez Hardwarez” across the packed central square.

Therattle of automatic wegpons clattered suddenly from the perimeter wall. Two dull explosive thuds
resounded, followed by even more chattering machine guns.

A cry arose from the crowd in the square. Ardo felt more than heard the fear in the seething mob.
Shouts rang out, some strident and others calming. The smoke overhead cast an oppressive veil over the

surging mob.
“Please, Ardo!” Mdani said, “I . . . Where do we go? What do we do?’
Ardo glanced around. He could taste the panic in the air.

“We just need to get acrossthe square,” he choked out, then, seeing the look in her eyes. “We ve done
it hundreds of times.”

“But, Ardo—"



“Itisn't any farther than it was before. Just alittle more crowded, that'sal.” Ardo looked at the tears
welling up in those beatiful blue eyes. He squeezed her hand tightly. “Don’t worry. I'll beright herewith
you.”

Somehow, they were hafway across the square when it came.

A gheet of flame erupted beyond the fortress s outer wall. Its crimson light flashed againgt the blanket of
smoke that hung oppressively over the town. The blood-red hue el ectrified the panicked crowd in the
sguare. Screams, shouts, and criesal tumbled into a cacophony of sound, but several disembodied
voices penetrated Ardo’ s thoughts clearly.

“Where are the Confederacy forces? Where are the Marines?’

“Don’'t argue with me! Get the children! Stay together!”

“It can't be the Zerg! They couldn’'t have penetrated so far into the Confederacy . . .”

Zerg? Ardo had heard rumors about them. Nightmares, so he thought, to scare children or keep
outsiders from settling in the Outer Colonies. He could not remember al the whispered tales, but the
nightmare was here now, and very red.

Another voice penetrated his thoughts. He turned toward her.

“Ardo, I'm frightened!” Mdani’seyeswerewide and liquid. “What isit? What'sgoing on?’

Ardo opened his mouth. He could not answer her question. No words came out. There were so many
words he wanted to say to her in that moment—so many words that he would regret never having said
for uncounted years to come. But no words came out.

A light flared. He felt the heat on his back. He turned, holding Mdani behind him.

The eastern wall had been breached. The old rampart was being pulled down from the other side,
dismantled before Ardo’ s eyes. It seemed as though a dark wave was breaking against the breach, an
undulating slhouette. Then detailslodged in hismind: agleaming purple carapace, red-stresked ivory
claws diding from acolonist’ slimp body, the arching, snakelike bodies writhing across the broken stone.

It was unthinkable. . . . The nightmare had come to Bountiful.

The shoulder-to-shoulder crowd in the square roared their deep fear and turned to run from the breach.
There was nowhere to go. Zerg Hydralisks had aready crested the opposite wall, cascading into the
street like black drops from agreasy spill. Within moments, hideous cobraike hoods had unfolded above
their razor-sharp talons. They arched their tails upward. Armored spikes exploded from their serrated
shoulder sockets and darted with deadly effect into the western edge of the crowd.

Those facing the new threat suddenly tried to reverse direction, crushing back into the surging crowd
behind them.

Ardo heard Mdani gasp behind him. “1 can't . . . | can't breathe. . .”

The mob was crushing them. Ardo looked desperately around him, trying to find away ouit.



Movement overhead caught hiseye. A bloated, bulbous form like adisembodied brain drifted over the
colony wall. Tendrils hung like viscera benesth it, quivering with activity. It was reaching down for the
center of the crowd. Ardo had heard talesin which the Zerg had captured colonists and taken them dive
to afate that could only be worse than death.

Tearsflooded Ardo’s eyes. There was nowhere to go and nothing left to do.

Suddenly the Zerg Overlord drifting above the colony shuddered and did Sdeways. Severd explosions
erupted from the side of the hideous beast. The Overlord exploded in an enormousfireball. The Zerg
Hydralisks entering the compound suddenly hesitated.

A wing of five Confederacy Wraith fighters ripped through the smoke overhead, the scream of their
engines nearly drowning out the cries of the terrified crowd bel ow. Twenty-five-millimeter burst lasers
pulsed repeetedly asthe Wraiths whedled through the air, the bolts damming againgt targets on the far
gdeof the crumbling fortresswall.

One of the Wraiths wavered suddenly, then exploded under ahail of ground fire from the outraged Zerg.

The Zerg who had entered the compound were pressing their atack, killing some and dragging others
off without apparent distinction. They had corraled the humans; now al they had to do was harvest them
from the edges of the crowd inward.

A second flight of Wraiths tore through the smoke-blackenedsky. Then asingle Confederacy Dropship
ripped through the air, spinning in arapid breaking maneuver and descending toward the square. The
downblast from the engines created an instant hurricane on the ground. Trees bent over nearly double. It
wasimpossible to hear anything over the roar of the engines. People all about Ardo tumbled to the
ground, shielding themselvesfrom the gae.

Ardo blinked through the dust. The Dropship continued to hover but managed somehow to lower its
trangport ramp into the square. He could see the silhouetted figure of a Confederacy Marine beckoning
to them.

Everyone dsein the square saw the Marine dso. Mindlesdy they charged the ramp. A human tide pulled
Ardo dong.

Helost Mdani’ s hand.

“Méeani!” he screamed. Hetried to fight againgt the crushing press of the panicked crowd. Hiswords
werelogt in theroar of the Dropship’sengines. “Mdani!”

He saw her behind him. The Zerg were pressing their attack with anger now. The Dropship was
depriving them of their prize. Ardo was appaled a how quickly the large crowd had been
sundered—harvested like blood-red whest in the field. The Zerg were dready nearly at Mdani’ sside.

Ardo clawed and fought. He screamed.

Three Hydralisks grasped Meani at once, dragging her back from the edge of the crowd.

“Please, Ardo!” sheweypt. “Don’t leave me done!l”



The mindless mob pushed him farther into the ship.

Zerg claws suddenly rang against the sides of the Dropship. The pilot had played out dl the time hisluck
would afford. The ship responded ingtantly to his command, lurching upward away from the Zerg and
bearing Ardo away from hishome, hislife, and hislove.

“Don’t leave me alone!” Those were her last wordsto him, pounding through hismind and soul, louder
and louder, threatening to burst hisskull . . .

Ardo’sworld went black. It would stay black for avery long time.

CHAPTER 2
MAR SARA

“ALL RIGHT, YOU RAW MEAT! HANG ON TO YOUR assesl We'retakin' thelong fall!”

Private Ardo Melnikov did not bother to glance at the sergeant as he barked at them. The man wasa
tic—temporarily in command—for this drop. Odds were that Ardo would never see the man once they
were down. It was best to just stay out of the man’sway until Ardo’s new platoon was sorted out for the
mission. He could barely hear the tic above the screaming engines of the Dropship and the thunder of
their hot descent buffeting the hull. There was just something about the sergeant that seemed to requirea
full voice and an angry eye. In any event, it redly did not matter to Ardo—the sergeant was just
baby-sitting them down to the surface. Once he got there, Ardo knew there would be someone who
would make hislife miserable on amore permanent basis.

Ardo shrugged his shoulders, trying to lift his backaway from thewall pad. Theinterior of the Dropship
was normaly a hot box, but most especially during the plunge down through the atmosphere. This
particular Dropship was at least two cooling units shy of keeping everyone comfortable. Now agrowing
patch of sweat was sticking his shoulder blades to the nonporous cushion. Sweat beaded up on hisface
and occasiondly dropped down the front of hisfatigues. The restraining bar prevented him from finding
any reief from the pooling discomfort gathering at various junction points of hisuniform.

Worse yet, the Dropship was fully loaded—packed shoulder to shoulder and bulkhead to bulkhead.
The heat was not nearly so oppressive asthe growing smell that was overwhelming the air scrubbers.

Therewas nothing for him to look at except the same dack and blank faces of the other Marine recruits
strapped againg the bulkhead across from him. There was nothing for him to listen to except the
sergeant’ s occasiona growl and the uniform roar of the hull behind him. There was nothing for him to do
but wait it out with his own thoughts. . . and that was the last thing he wanted.

They haunted him, those thoughts lurking &t the back of hismind. It seemed to him sometimesthat the
ghogts pursued him from ingde his own head. Closing his eyes never banished those specters. No sound
could drown them out for long. Those ghostiswere dl painfully bright and beautiful, terrible and crushing.
They would wait quietly, patiently at theedge of his conscious thought, kept at bay by hiswill done.
Sometimes he would be arrogant enough to think he had them mastered and banished once and for dll.
Then some sméll of ripening grass or plowed earth would waft past him on abreeze, or aglint of the
color of light honey, or adistant whispered laugh, or some indefinable quaity of his surroundings, and the
demonswould rush back, overwheming him.



Hewould have bled tearsjud at the thought of them if he could.

All he wanted was to fight. He needed to fight. It was the only thing that redlly kept the demons at bay.
He could concentrate on the mission and its objectives. . . or at least those minor objectivesthat his
commander deemed necessary for him to know. Grand strategy was not his purview. It was none of his
business. Hisjob was to do whatever he was told to do and with aslittle thought as necessary. That
suited himjust fine,

The howling of the Dropship was tapering off. The vehicle had finadly spent itsenergy againgt the
amosphere of whatever world they were plunging toward. The engines were doing their best now to
make the ship imitate the grace of abird in flight. Ardo chuckled to himsdif at the thought. The
Quantradyne APOD-33 was the Confederacy’ s proof to the stars that anything with a big enough engine
would fly—no matter how badly. Of course, he had made many training jumps before. Each was
completdy unremarkableand heredlly did not care to recal them in any detall.

Why reflect on something so painful astimeto be till and think?

Better to concentrate on something else. . . anything ese. Ardo began scanning the faces of the Marines
around him. It was an exercisein salf-preservation. It was aways agood idea to know the Marines
around you. Y ou never knew when your life might depend on one of them . . . or be threatened by one.

The woman sitting across from him seemed to be agood example of one kind or the other—it was just
that Ardo was not dl that sure of which. She had close-cropped blond hair that stood in neat bristles
from awell-shaped scalp. Her face was drawn tight, with angular cheekbones that sharply framed two
shining, stedl-tinged eyes. They stared unfocused at some distant point past Ardo’ s shoulder, unblinking
yet shuttered windows into any soul she might possess. Those eyes could freeze ariver solid in
midsummer, he thought. He was | &ft to his own imagination asto what the rest of her looked like. The
powered combat suit she wore effectively hid any physica distinction she might otherwise have
displayed, but it did tell him one thing: her suit markings were that of an officer.

That meant danger to a private no matter how you cut it. Avoidance of an officer isthefirst thing a
private learns—especially in casual conversation. Thelast private he could remember being too familiar
with his squad leader ended up with a hole where his head had been.

The female officer had not said aword since they boarded the Dropship. She was perfectly welcometo
let her silence continue as far as Ardo was concerned. Speak when spoken to, he thought. Otherwise, do
not go looking for trouble.

At leastshewas comfortable, Ardo thought. Her suit was salf-cooling, and he could see the power
umbilical plugged into the Dropship’s power bus. Ardo suspected that her chill went well beyond the
physical. Someday he, too, would learn the intricate skills necessary to wear the CM C-300—maybe
even the new 400 modd. That day was along way off, of course. Still, it would be alot better to wear in
combeat than afew layers of ablative cloth and one’ s standard-issue underwear. If he could just manage
to live long enough to get a combat suit of his own, his progpects would improve considerably.

Well, hopefully they would at least give him some training in aweapon. He had not even had the chance
to do that yet.

Therest of the compartment was filled with gruntsjust like himself. Each of them wore the
standard-issue detached look of a Confederacy Security Marine. Each of them dripped Confederacy
swest through their Confederacy fatigues, aswastheir duty.



Ardo’'seyefdl for atime, however, on one particularly large private. The man was enormous—Ardo
remembered the prep crew had some trouble getting his harness to lock closed—and he would not stop
hisincessant yammering for amoment. Ardo could not imagine where they had found auniform that
would fit him. He was dark complexioned, and Ardo vaguedly recalled the ancient United Powers League
back on Earth had once qudified the man as “ South Seas Idander.” He had broad, angular features and
full lips. His hair was along mane that flowed back from hisforehead and down his neck in natura black
waves. The giant was gung-ho certifiable—one of those al-for-the-wall, eat-their-hearts-for-breskfast
psychotics who was the first person you would want to come and pull you out of the fire and the last
person you would want to follow into one.

“Get this junkwad on the ground!” The giant laughed beneath his bright eyes. “I’ ve got some degth to
ded out! Want to roast me some Zerg on aspit! Maybe et their brains straight off!”

Theidander threw his head back and laughed too loudly once more. He dapped his massive hands
down on the thighs of the two Marines sitting next to him. They both winced so hard from the impact that
tearspooled in ther eyes.

“WEe | eat them for dinner, eh? Big Zerg feast! Hal Just put thisflying trashyard on the ground before |
openit mysdf!”

The pilot in the sealed cockpit forward of the drop-bay could not possibly have heard the request but
seemed willing just the same to accommodate it. Theship pivoted noticeably—Ardo knew thiswas a
Sandard clearing maneuver just before landing—and the engineswhined alittle differently. A fina bump,
and the engines suddenly spindled down.

The lieutenant in front of Ardo wasted no time unplugging herself from the Dropship power, managing to
get hersdf free before the restraining bar had lifted completely out of theway. A deft move with her free
hand brought her duffel bag down from the overhead racks. She was already moving toward the ramp as
it began lowering at the back of the ship. She even beat the idander, who seemed to bein his own hurry
to get into whatever fight he could either find or manufacture.

Ardo took histime, tugging a hisfatiguesto pull them free of each of the places swesat had stuck them to
his body. He could smdll the change in the atmosphere dready blowing in through the open ramp. An
achingly dry breeze swept the musty dampness out of the compartment like afurnace. He pulled hisown
duffel bag from the racks and followed the others as they straggled out the back of the Dropship.

“Get your asses out here, ladies,” the sergeant snarled. “We haven't got al day!”

The air was oven-hot and dry—drier than Ardo ever remembered breathing. A stiff breeze carried the
furnace heat around him. His sweat evaporated amost at once as he stepped onto the tarmac of the

spaceport.

Ardo glanced grimly around.

He had stepped into hell.

The world was arusting red, colored by the sand that seemed to add its own tint to every building and

vehicleregardless of itsorigina color. The effect was al the more enhanced by the flaming dawn just
breaking over the starport . . .



Or what was | eft of the starport. Nearly half of the seven launch control towers originally scattered
around the sprawling ingtalation were on fire. Two of them were crested only with broken rubble.
Columns of smoke from various other fires could be seen rising from buildings of the Sarport itself. More
telling, larger columns could be seen rising from the centra city district of the colony severd miles

beyond.

It was then that Ardo heard the sound—an al too familiar sound. Drifting toward him on the breeze, he
heard the cries, the anguish, the panic.

He turned sharply. On the opposite side of thefield, just short of the embarkation pads, he could seethe
cordon of Marines surrounding the Confederacy section of the starport and the panicked mob beyond.

No!

The memories flooded over him. He stood in the colony square once more. The sounds of it filled his
mind. Their cries. . .hercries. . .

“Don’'t leave me alone!” she wept.

Someone shoved Ardo hard from behind. Histraining took over, and he tumbled deftly beforerising
quickly to hisfeet, his hands prepared to defend and attack.

“Quit staling, you maggot-wipe,” the drop sergeant snapped. “What are you waiting for—an officia
welcome? Get over to the barracksfor training. Y ou’ re needed on the double!”

Ardo dreaded the barracks more than any other thing in hislife. There was something about them that
repulsed him, that shook him to his very soul whenever he just heard the word. Ardo was dightly dazed,
but he knew better even as he said, “No, Sergeant, | can't...”

The sergeant smply knocked him down again.
“Wecometo Mar Sara, Marinel Now move!”

He moved. Gathering up hiskit, Ardo joined the rest of the group from his Dropship asthey made their
way toward the barracks at the edge of the tarmac. He had the distinct impression of swimming against
the current: everyone else on the base was moving out toward the pads. “Looks like we re the cleanup
crew,” Ardo muttered to himsdlf, trying not to think about the inevitability of what was coming next. He
kept his eyesto the ground, refusing to look at the box-like mobile barracks unit even as he was waking
up intoitsinterior. Helooked up only when he wasinside, standing with the othersin rough rowsin the
cramped deployment room at the top of the access ramp.

Thetic was ill there with them, mothering them with his unique touch every step of theway. “You
know the drill, boys and girls. Drop your gear and strip . . . then right back here, people!”

Ardo felt awave of nauseawash over him. There was nothing he hated more than the barracks and
there was nothing in the barracks he hated more than what they were about to force on him. Hetold
himsdf thet it wasal part of the job, but it did not make the fact of it any lessrevolting to him.

Ardo herded into the adjoining barracks room—Ilike cattle into a daughter chute, he thought,
shuddering—and found an empty bunk. Whoever had caled this place home ahead of him had
apparently left in ahurry. Odd bits of trash remained strewn about the bedding and the floor. Ardo



thought that the tic outside probably would not have approved of such doppy behavior. With asigh, the
young Marine began pedling off his sweat-stained shirt. He tried not to notice the others around him as
they undressed. There were both men and women present—the Confederacy Marines were perfectly
willing to alow both sexesto die for their missions—but Ardo was aways deeply ashamed of being
naked in front of men, let donewomen. Y oung and inexperienced, he found it achingly upsetting every
time he was so casudly required to strip, and more than once he had been the source of considerable
amusement to the other Marines.

Ardo shivered as he stepped back into the deployment room. The dry heat was rapidly cooling the
swest dtill on hisback. Hefdt physicdly sick. He knew what was coming next.

Hetried to digtract himsdf by glancing at the othersaround the room. He would barely admit to himself
that his motivesin doing so were more than alittle tainted with puerile curiogity. The mgority of those
present were men, he noted—in fact, an unusualy high number. He had even briefly wondered what that
lieutenant would look like once taken out of her battle armor. Ardo was somewhat surprised to note that
she was not among them. Was she somehow exempt from thisindignity?

Two large guards with stunners were standing next to the tic. Between them, asingle hatchway led into
the darkened room beyond. Ardo closed his eyes, trying to cam down. Thetic was reading from ahand

disolay.

“...Alley...Bounous...”

Ardo could not think for the pounding in his head.

“...Mdlish...Mdnikov ...

Ardo took severa stepsforward at the sound of his name and then froze. His feet refused to move any
closer to the terrifying, darkened doorway. His eyes locked on the passage beyond. Rows of man-size
tubes, each filled with ablue-green liquid, lined each side of the passageway.

“Melnikov, what thehdl ... 7’

They would pack him in one of those tubes and as soon as they did the nightmare would begin.
“Méenikov!”

It waslikeacoffin. . . anightmarein acoffin.

He could not move. The two guards had seen it many times before. They stepped forward casuallyand,

asroughly as possible, helped Ardo into the darkness.

He was faling and there was no end. He did not know how he had gotten here. Was he here at dl or
was he somewhere else. . . someone else? He struggled to concentrate on the images and memories that
were drifting past hismind, but he could not find away to grasp them. He would reach for them,
desperate to examine them, but they would fall gpart like bubbles of air under water as hetried to hold
them.

Bubblesof air. ..



He could breathe the water. The long clear tube was filled with the breathable water. He had tried to be
brave, redly he had, but in the end he had panicked and screamed and disgraced himself. They did not
care, for they had seen it athousand thousand times before. Their rough hands clamped the headpiece
firmly on him and pushed him down into the tube and spun shut the sedls. “WEe |l haveto make an
adjustment in thisone,” he heard one of them say. He held hisbreath aslong ashe could . . .

Aslongashecould. .. what?
What was he thinking? Why was he thinking?
Hair the color of wheet fields dancing in the summer sun. Therewasagoldenday . . .

His hands dammed against the sdes of the clear tube as hislast gasp escaped hislungs. The implants
charged suddenly in the headpiece and his mind exploded into amillion shards.

Shards tumbled around him. Bubbles of shards.

Combat suit school. How could he have forgotten? His instructor was an old Marine named Carlyle.
They spent weeks there perfecting his technique—or was it months? The combat suit waslike an old
friend. He seemed to have lived with one dl hislife. ..

The combat suit. Where was that? When was that? During the seminary class? There was Brother
Gabittas teaching about the fal of the ancients and the sin of pride. Peace comes from within, ajoyful
knowledge of the pure voice of God speaking to each man. “Thou shalt not kill,” he says, but heraisesan
AGR-14 gaussriflein thefront of the class.

“Here, Ardo,” the brother says, walking to where the boy sat near the back of the classroom. He hands
the 8-millimeter automatic weapon to the young boy who has not been paying attention. “ Do unto
others,” he says as the boy takes the weapon.

The boy drifts away in the bubble but the weapon remains, smooth and seductive. Magnetic acceleration
of the projectile to supersonic speeds with enormous kinetic punch utilizing avariety of jacketlessdugs
from depleted uranium to sted-tipped infantry rounds. Another old friend from long ago, therifle turns
itsdlf ingde out, explodes, and then reassemblesinto the face of hisfather.

“You'll dwaysbemy son,” the old man says, with asingle tear coursing down his cheek. Thefamily
agra-farm stretches beyond him in the sunset. “No matterwhere you go or what you do . . . you'll dways
be my son.”

AmI?Will I?

Ardo was fedling better now. He had been disoriented when he first came out of the resocidization
tanks, but he was clear-headed now.

He dwaysfelt better wearing his combat suit. It was an older CMC-300 mode, but he didn’'t mind. He
had been using a300 for years now, and it fit him just fine.

Ardo stood packed shoulder to shoulder with other Marines. There were some Firebats aswell as
regularsin the Ready Room. In the little space he had, he checked the power connection between his
gaussrifle and the combat suit. Heloved that rifle; it was hisweapon of choice. He had beenfiring a



gaussriflefor nearly as many years as he had been working with the combat suit.

Ardo looked up. The“go” lamp over the exit hatch had just turned from red to green. A roar went up
from the Marines as the door did open in an ingtant.

He hated to |leave, though.
He sure loved the barracks.

CHAPTER 3
OUT COUNTRY

ARDO WAS ONE OF A TIDE OF MARINES POURING uniformly from the barracks and into a
world of chaos.

A company of Marinesin power armor had formed a perimeter around the Confederacy section of the
starport, cordoning off the military units. Beyond them, Ardo could see as he quick-marched acrossthe
tarmac, literally thousands of colonists pressed againgt the Marine line. Men, women, and children—a
screaming mass of humanity—struggled desperately for away off the planet.

Beyond them, the civilian Side of the starport wasin anarchy. All down theflight line, perhaps as many as
ahundred orbita gpacecraft were either clawing their way up from the surface or hovering in anticipation
of launch. At least twice that number moved listlesdy beyond the outer markers, the daylight glinting off
their polished hulls. There was a sense of desperation in their movements. Control seemed to havebeen
abandoned. Ships attempted to take off and land at will. Several transports hovered near the termina
building, searching for a place to put down, but the panicked mob would not, or could not, move out of
theway. The still-burning wreckage of at least half a dozen shipslay strewn about the port complex.
Those pilots till flying apparently paid them little heed. Like mothsto aflame, they were drawn by the
exorbitant ransoms they could charge anyone who managed to board. Fearful for the safety of
themsalves and their ships, they wanted to get in and out as quickly as possible.

If everyoneistrying so hard to getoutof here, why did the Confederacy work so hard to get mein
here?Ardo wondered. The terribly uncomfortable, gnawing cold below his stomach reasserted itself. |
don’t know these people. | don’t even really know what world I’m on! What am | doing here?

He knew his assigned transport—yet another Dropship—and found himsdlf dashing toward it with two
sguads of Marines. Each individua knew where he or she was supposed to report. So it wasthat their
squad formed up amogt asif by some magnetic magic. Ardo found himself jogging behind that femde
lieutenant he had seen the day before. Next to him was the huge, dark idander in perhaps the largest
powered armor suit Ardo had ever seen. He recognized it asa CM C-660 Heavy Combat Suit, complete
with plasma generator tanks on the back. So the largeidander was a Firebat, Ardo thought: one of those
plasma flame-throwing units that were occasionally as dangerousto their operators asthey wereto the
enemy. Severd othersfollowed aswel, including asngletechnicianin aset of light fatigues. Wherewas
hegoing, Ardo thought. On vacation?

Theroar of the Orbitals constantly lifting from the surrounding pads did not deter the enthusiasm of the
Dropship pilot, nor did it entirely drown out his shrill words.

“Step right up, boys and girls, young and old!” he screeched, punching out the wordsin



carniva-huckster style. “Come see the greatest show in the universe! Seethe local colonistsrun for their
lives! See the government collapse before your very eyes! Witness feats of panic never before attempted
by civilized man! Right thisway!”

Ardo made hisway toward the Dropship. The crackle of automatic gaussfire ripped through the air near
the Marine cordon. Ardo winced, trying not to think of what it meant.

“Cutter!” thelieutenant barked when they arrived at the ramp leading into the ship.
“Maam!” the hulking idander piped up.

“Get these drip-dry recruitsloaded in five minutes.” Her command voice carried even over the din of the
riot that wastaking place al around them. “We ve got ajob to do. I'll sort them out once we get on
daion.”

“Yes, maam! You heard thelady! Make aline!”

Thesmdl group fdl in. Cutter begin making hisway down the line, making sure everyone had their gear
et for transport.

The pilot leaned againgt the landing strut of the Dropship, and grinned.
“Okay, ladies!” Cutter was enjoying himsdlf. “Take your placesingde. Let’ sgo!”

Ardo pulled up hiskit and moved forward, suspiciously eyeing the nose art painted on the side of the
ship.” Valkyrie Vixen?”

“That'sright, friend,” the pilot answered smugly. “ They say once you've had aVakyrie, you'll never
ride another! Y ou've cometotheright place. . . or thewrong place, if you take my drift.” The dim pilot
had the most outrageous hair that Ardo had ever seen. Brilliant blue spikes radiated away from his head
in sharp cones, the areas between them shaved bald with precision care. His gaunt frame seemed to
radiate al armsand legs, ascarecrow in aflight suit with amischievous smile that seemed to wind
halfway around his head. “ TegisMarz isthe name. I’'m the Angd of Degth for you boys out on the
periphery. Happy to serve you. Y ou need anything—including a proper butt-saving—and I’'m the man to
cdl”

“It'sadeath trap, and I’m not getting on it.”

Tegisturned toward the voice coming from just down the line behind Ardo. It was the technician. Ardo
could not remember seeing him on the trangport down to the surface; the guy must have been here longer
than that.

“I can'tevenlook at it!” said the man in fatigues.He had a dender build but was smooth-faced and
sported hishair close-cropped. The guy was so clean he probably squeaked when he walked. “ This
piece of abandoned trash isn’t even up to beingcalledabandoned trash!”

Tegis stood away from the landing strut and growled menacingly. “Y ou piece of dog puke! Thisshipisa
thing of beauty! There snot another onelike her in the entire fleet!”

“That’' s because therestof thefleet isat least insomestate of reasonable repair!”



“Y ou take that back, Marcus!”
“Inyour dreams, Tegis!”
“Y ou' re getting on this ship right now!”

“Not if it wasthe last ship off thisrock! I’d stand a better chance flapping my arms off a cliff than in that
hurtling degth trap. WWhen you gonna grow up and get yourself areal ship?’

With an outraged cry, Tegislunged at the technician. They tumbled to the ground, rolling aseach
pounded the other. Red dust kicked into the air around them as they fought; ablur of armsand legs. A
pair of aley cats would have been hard-pressed to put up amore viciousfight.

Ardo stood there, dumbfounded. It was amost laughable.

Cutter waded into the fight and pulled the two combatants agpart. “Mister Jans, | believe the lieutenant
told you to get your gear on board. | thinknowwould be agood timeto do it.”

The red-faced technician continued to claw the air in the direction of the Dropship pilot. Cutter gave him
astrong shake that should have |oosened the man’ steeth.

“Wouldn'tit?” Cutter reiterated.
Marcus Jans quit struggling. “ Yes. | believeit would.”

Cuitter turned toward TegisMarz. Thetipsof the pilot’s hair spikeswere still quivering with rage. “And
don't you haveaship to fly?’

“Yeah,” Tegisreplied, il seething. “ And adamn fine ship, too!”

“Then, respectfully,sr, maybe you had better gofly it,” Cutter’s smile was so full of teeth that it looked
like he might egt the next person who disagreed with him. “I’ ve got areason to be hereand | don’t want
anyone between me and where I’ m going. And right now, you are standingin my way . . . Sir.”

Tegiswent dack. “I ... I'll just get thisfine piece of machineoff the ground for you, then.”

“You dothat, gr. Thank you, sir,” Cutter said, pushing each of them gpart as he let them go. Staggering
dightly, each of the former combatants found a great ded of interest in the ground at hisfeet asthey
moved off to take care of business el sawhere.

Ardo let out hisbreathinasigh.

“What about you, soldier,” Cutter said, turning his dark eyestoward Ardo for the first time. “'Y ou gonna
getinmy way?’

“No, gr,” Ardo replied, regretting that he had notmanaged to avoid the large idander’ s attention longer.
“I'm definitely staying out of your way, Sir.”

The big man grinned again. There was something both devilishly playful and a the same time dangerous
inthat smile. “No, friend, I'mnot a‘sr.” ” The gloved hand he extended was enormous. “PFC Fetu

Koura-Abi, but everyone just calls me Cutter.”



“PFC Ardo Mélnikov,” he responded, grateful that the active feedback in his glove managed to dampen
what might have otherwise been a crippling handshake. “ Pleased to know you.”

“You'relying,” Cutter grinned maevolently.

“Almost,” Ardo replied.

The big man threw his head back and laughed heartily. “Fair enough! Grab your kit. | want to get out to
where | can burn something! Did you enjoy the show?’

Ardo picked up hiskit and began making hisway up the Dropship’s ramp. “What? Oh, you mean the
pilot and that tech?”’

“Surel” Cutter replied, carrying hisown duffel bag easily over his shoulder with one hand. “It' saways
fun to watch brothers go at it. The best times| had were with my own brothers. . .”

Ardo turned. “You mean . . . thosetwo are. . .”

“It'sobvious.” Cutter smiled, giving Ardo aplayful shove back into the jump harnessthat nearly
knocked the wind out of him. “Y ou can’t hide the blood between brothers.”

Suddenly Cutter shuddered. Ardo could see somedark thought pass over the big man’sface. With a
sudden cry, Cutter reached out and grabbed the sealing ring for Ardo’s helmet, pulling the man’ sface
near hisown. “That'swhy I'm here, Menikov. My own brothers are out there on thisball of red dust
working the waterfarmsin the Out Country. | will find them, Menikov, or | will avengethemwith hdl’s
own fire! Y ou understand me, Menikov?Y ou going to get in my way, Menikov?’

Ardo camly returned Cutter’ stwitching stare.

Eye for an eye, Ardo thought. Then,Love them that hate you.

“Ardo,” hereplied quietly. “ Y ou can cal me Ardo, if you like”

Cutter’ s cheek muscles twitched. “What?’

“My nameisArdo. | hopeyou'll et mecall you Cuiter, because | don't think | caught your full namethe
firgtime”

Cutter relaxed hisgrip. A smile played on hislips. “ Sure, Ardo. | likeyou. Y ou can call me Cutter,
friend. So, | guess youarebehind me, en?”’

As far behind you as possible, Ardo thought, but aloud he said, “ All theway, Cutter.”

The hydraulics suddenly whined. The aft ramp was closing quickly. Cutter loosed his grip, regained his
huge Cheshire Cat grin, and stepped back againgt the oppositewall. Hewas just struggling into hisown
drop harness when the lieutenant stepped back into their personnd bay.

“All right, ligen up,” shesaid inasolid dto voice.”| am Lieutenant L. Z. Breanne. I’ m your commanding
officer for thismisson.”



“Ooh! How about that, boys, we got amission!”

Lieutenant Breanne continued, her voice level and authoritative: “We don’'t have alot of time, people.
I”ve given our drop coordinates to the pilot and we should be on station at the LZ in about thirty minutes.

“Fifteen days ago, outland colonist stations began going silent. Initid investigations resulted in lost recon
sguads. A subsequent reconnai ssance-in-force ten days ago confirmed that this planet has been infested
with what we now call theZerg . .

“Zergs, boys” Alley amiled.

“Pardon, ma am, but what' saZerg?’ Mdlish sniffed.

“A new species of dien life-form. We don’t know too much about them at thispoint . . .”

“Bring on the barbecue!” Cuitter chattered.

Breanne ignored them for the time being. “ Given the planetwide saturation of these Zerg—whatever they
are—the Confederacy has determined to withdraw its assetsfrom Mar Sara—"

“Hey, the Confederacy ishauling its ‘assets out!” Marcus snorted.

Laughter rolled around the cabin.

“Stow it, Jans, or Il put you in abag myself.” Lieutenant Breanne meant it, and there was not a person
in the compartment who thought otherwise. “Our misson isthreefold: first, hold the forward bunker
position at three-nine-two-seven in support of the Confederacy evacuation; second, recon enemy activity
forward of that pogition, and, finaly, pick up alittle bauble that command logt dong theway. That’sdl.”

“Uh, Lieutenant,” Cutter asked. “What kind of . . . bauble?’

“You'll know when | seeit, Cutter,” Breanne said. “On board you'll find ascanner plug-in for your
armor. It has been precalibrated to acquire the target. | don’'t know what the target is, and you don't
redly care. But if wedofind it, it sour ticket off thisrock. I’ [l give you more once we' ve got the position
secure. That'sdl.”

Lieutenant Breanne turned and took her placein her own jump harness. Once again, Ardo found himself
opposite the woman, now his commander.

“Begging your pardon, Lieutenant,” Ardo asked. The engines of the Dropship were spinning up.
“What isit, soldier?” Breanne looked at him with those stedl-cold eyes.

“Y ou said we were here to cover the evac of the Confederacy personne and equipment”?’
“Yes, that’ s part of the misson,” shereplied over theincreasing noise.

“What about the colonists?’ Ardo called out over theroar. “ Are we hereto cover the evacuation of the
colonigts, too?”

If Breanne had aresponse, she did not bother to giveit. Perhaps the engine noise was now just too



great. Perhaps she smply had no answer to give him.

Ardo settled back once more into the jump harness and dreaded the next thirty minutes. He closed his
eyesfor amoment and could seein hismind the ruins of Mar Sara s starport receding below. Through
the roar shaking the hull he could have sworn he heard the cries of the thousands below him desperate to

escape.
He thought he saw Mdani’ sface among them.

CHAPTER 4
LITTLEHELD

ARDO FLEW OVER A WORLD OF RUST. THE SHEER faces of the distant mountains were rust.
The cragsthat cut into the earth were rust. Even the outskirts of the settlement city were coated with a
layer of rust. Only days ago, those buildings were occupied, and the fine dust that blew acrossthe arid
world was diligently kept at bay. Now theworld itsdf was taking no timein reclaming the surface asits
own.

All of this, Ardo experienced vicarioudy through his combat suit. He was plugged into the Dropship’s
main power bus, which aso transmitted to him a continuous stream of datathat Ardo could configurein
any way that he liked. He had switched the sensor system over to externa, and instantly the ship had
vanished around him. He soared above the landscape alone, theinternal display system automeatically
masking out the Dropship around him and everyoneinsdeit. Hewas abird sailing the hot plasmafire
thet trailed behind him.

The outskirts of the central city fell quickly behind. Below was awasteland, cratered and scarred black
from the battles that had preceded him here. The scattered carnage of desperate struggles dotted the
shattered land. The occasiond hulks of Vulture hover-cycles and hundreds of civilian transports formed
twisted, black-metal flower petals here and there.

Ardo sailed through the sky aboveit al and wondered at it. Where were the siege tanks, the mobile
atillery, the Goliath assault wakers? Everything he could see below him was gtrictly light armaments and
locd militiatrash.

More important, where were they deploying if the battle below had aready been lost? Ardo looked
ahead. Hisflight was dowing as he descended toward an outpost bunker complex and the landing zone
just ingdeits perimeter.

“Get your head out, Marine,” the sharp voice of Lieutenant Breanne sounded through his com-system.
“It' stimeto disembark.”

The Dropship materidized around him almost a once as his atention shifted. The lieutenant was saring
coolly into hisfaceplate.

“Yes, maam,” Ardo responded sharply. “ Ready, ma am!”
Lieutenant Breanne gave no more acknowledgment than amoment’ slook into Ardo’ s eyes and then

turned to address the squad. Her voice cut across the whine of the engines. “We're here for areason,
boysand girls! Let’s get the job done and get out. Isthat clear?’



“Maam! Yes maam!” they al barked asone.

“Y ou have ten minutes from touchdown to find your bunk and stow your gear. Y ou will then report to
me outs de the command bunker for immediate deployment.” Lieutenant Breanne extended two fingers
together as sheindicated the Marines around her. “ Cutter, Wabowski, both of you will prep Firebat
cat-five. Therest of you prep for recon-in-force, cat-three configuration.”

Ardo ran through the category-3 checklist in amoment: power armor, Impaer gaussrifle with infantry
loads, no field pack . . . fast on their feet and ready for anything. It also meant they would not be going
too far from the encampment. Sounded like a pleasant afternoon after al.

Lieutenant Breanne paused a moment as she looked down the bay, filled with the members of her
squad. Ardo wondered what the lieutenant was thinking.

“Beaminute late, you won't be breathing after two. Clear?’
“Maam! Yes, maam!”

The Dropship lurched suddenly, landing hard. The lieutenant snatched a handhold ingtantly, then snapped
shut her suit visor.

She had cleared the lowering exit ramp before it even touched the ground.

*k*

Ardo tried to move through the barracks hatch, but he felt so confused. He couldn’t seem to concentrate
very well on even smpletasks. His duffel bag got caught somewhere on the other side of theframe ashe
tried to enter the barracks. His face flushed red from the tittering laughter that rolled around the double
rows of bunks. It spurred him to try harder, but his anger and embarrassment just managed somehow to
keep him from turning the bag the right way. His mind seemed caught in somekind of aterrible
loop—understanding what he was doing wrong but somehow not being ableto correct it.

“Easy, soldier,” said an older Marine from histop bunk. “Let me give you a hand with that.”

“Don'’t trouble yoursdlf, mister,” Ardo grumbled. Some part of him was sure the old man just meant to
embarrass him further.

The older Marine snorted, then rolled out of hisbunk. “Look, kid, it'sno trouble at al. Sometimes you
just gottalet things dack off alittle and they work themsalves out. Y ou're just trying too hard.”

The Marine gently rested his hand on Ardo’sarm.

Ardo snatched back hisarm angrily. The power armor protected his elbow asit dammed againgt the
metal wall and |eft arather sizable dent, but the shock of it numbed hisarm. The duffd bag fell witha
jumbled clank to thefloor.

The older Marine shook his head and smiled. Ardo could barely see the man through his own dizzying
pain and embarrassment. He had iron-gray hair inlong, unkempt strands, and the faint grizzle of abeard.
Piercing dark eyeslooked out of ascarred and twisted face. Ardo guessed that the man wasin hislate
thirties, dthough the ravages of hisface made that only aguess. That twisted face continued to smile at



Ardo, however, putting histwo hands up in front of him, palms out, in asign of surrender. Then, dowly,

the man reached through the hatchway, drew the bag into the compartment, and set it down in front of
Ardo.

“Easy, brother,” he said. “Looks like you' re fresh out of the resoc tank. They can scramble your head
up pretty good for awhile.”

Ardo merely nodded sullenly. The dectric feding was subsiding in his elbow.
“Jon Littlefield,” the Marine said as he extended hislarge, cdlused hand. “ Glad to meet you, brother.”

Ardo blinked. Something in the back of his mind screamed at him from adistance, but he could not
undergtland what it was saying. The thought of being caled “ brother” somehow made him dizzy.

The memories bounded and rebounded within his mind in a bewildering cascade.

“ Brother Melnikov!” Hisyouth leader smiled brilliantly in the dawning light . . .
Hisfather’svoice: “ All are brothersin God' s eyes, son. Brothers do not kill brothers. . .”
“Brother?’ Ardo blinked as he spoke, trying to steady himsdlf.

“Sure” Jon sniffed. “We real brothers here—brothersin arms, brothersin combat. Faceiit, recruit, al
we' ve got out hereis each other.”

Melani’ s receding face, twisted in horror asthe Zerg dragged her bleeding to the grass of the
square.

“Yes...of course” Ardo said, his eyeslooking down at the deck. “We're al we've got.”

Jon Littlefield deftly picked up the bag and tossed it onto the bunk beneath his own. “Don’t you worry,
son. I've been ‘on the quick’ for most of my lifeasaMarine. Stick with me, boy, and you'll do dl right.
We'll straighten out your head and you' |l be fedling better in no time.”

Ardo stared blankly at Jon Littlefield. If Littlefield wasin hisearly thirties, then themanwasold. . . older
than any Marine he remembered seeing. He had seen older men before, of course, back on Bountiful.
The Patriarchs of the colony were dl gray-haired elders. He remembered that they al seemed sowise. It
had been comforting at the time to have leaders who had survived so long. They had wisdom of their
own instead of borrowed from someone else. Now that he thought about it, Littlefield was about the
oldest man he had seen among the Marines who was anything less than a colondl.

“Old at thirty” was not on any of the recruiting posters.

What do | care?Ardo thought.l didn’t join up for the retirement plan. | owe the Zerg for what they
did, and if I get my payback before they take me, all the better.

Cutter deftly squeezed his enormous framethrough the hatch. His bulk nearly filled the space between
Ardo and Littlefield.

“Well, Sergeant Littlefield!” Cutter’s sarcasm and disdain were evident in histone as he looked down on
the older Marine. “Waan't that CaptainL.ittlefield when we last served together,sr?”



Ardo was shocked for amoment that a private would be so disrespectful of an officer, evena
noncommissioned one.

Jon gpparently chose to smply ignore the obviousinsult as he smiled back hisresponse. “It’sniceto see
you in my squad, Private. You' d al better get on the quick now. Lieutenant Breanne has abee up her
butt and won't stop until she' s spilled alittle blood on one side or the other. Y ou’ ve got the config, o
let’ s get prepped and get out!”

CHAPTER 5
MISSION ELAPSED
TIME

THE WIND WHIPPED ACROSS THE CRAGGY, DESOLATE landscape. Ardo could dmost fedl
the grains of sand digging into the joints of his Powered Combat Suit. There was no help for it. The
squad was & attention. If he even contemplated making amove, Ardo felt sure that Lieutenant Breanne
would makeit hislag.

Even though the combat suit carefully controlled his body temperature to keep it at its peak performance,
he felt arivulet of sweat Sart to makeitsway between his shoulder blades toward the hollow of his back.
Maybe Sergeant Littlefield wasright. Maybe something was still scrambled in his head after hisresoc
back at the starport. He was having alittle trouble concentrating, and there was a sense of foreboding
that seemed to hover just at the edge of his conscious thoughts. His father had often called such notions
the“promptings of the Spirit,” that ill, smdl voice that came to men to givethem divine direction. “Heed
thatvoice” hisfather had said, “and it will never lead you wrong.”

Where was that warning Spirit when the Zerg had torn his parents apart limb by limb?

A sharp, blinding pain shot through the back of hisright eye. Ardo winced as awave of nausea
followed. Theimage of spraying his breskfast hash across his battlesuit visor flitted across hismind.
Littlefield said it would pass, Ardo thought as he struggled to regain his menta balance. Just hang on
for a moment and it will be all right.

Hetried, instead, to concentrate on Lieutenant Breanne. She stood before them, the polarized field of
her bubble helmet deliberately turned down so that everyone could see her face clearly as she spoke.
Everyonein the squad faced rigidly forward. No one wanted to risk catching her eye as she strode
before them.

“With everyone pulling out, they’ re sending usin, my beauties,” her voice sounded before them, only
dightly distorted by the hddmet she wore. Aura directiona enhancersin the suits made both transmitted
and external sounds seem to come from the direction of their source. “ The entire Confederacy forceis
jumping off the surface of thisrock.”

But what of the colonists? Ardo thought.|s the Confederacy leaving them as wel|?

“Before we join our brothersin abandoning this dustbal of a planet, we' ve got ajob to do.”

“Burning to burn’em, ma am!” Cutter interrupted enthusiastically in acrisp, military voice.



Breanne smiled like awolf in response. “Y ou' Il have plenty to roast with that toy of yours beforewe're
finished, Mister Koura-Abi. | would suggest, however, that we get the present job done first and get off
thisrock whilewe still have away out.”

“Maam! Yes, maam!” Cutter sounded alittle disappointed.

“Y our new home—if any of you are wondering—is Bunker Complex 3847. A week ago it wasan
outpost settlement. Folks used to call it Scenic, God knowswhy. It'sal ours now. Enjoy it while you can
'cause | don’t intend to stay here one moment more than we haveto for thismission.

“Ther€ san old pumping settlement in the bottom of an impact crater just northeast of here. It sa
collection of scrap called Oasis about three clicks out on aradid of thirty-five degreesfrom the
command transmitter. Set your navigationa transcelvers to those coordinates. Captain Marz here’—the
pilot stood sguinting in the blowing dust, managing to wave hishand dightly in reluctant
identification—"will beflying cover and directing usbelow.”

“Flying cover?’ It was Sgak, the young kid. “1n a Dropship?’

“TheVixenhas been fitted with aspecid receiver, Mister Sgak, to help uslocate thisthing we are
looking for. Do you have a problem with this, mister?’

Thetonein her voice should have frosted over Sgjak’ s faceplate from theinside. “No, ma am!”

“Wefind thisthing, we pull out and bring it with us. Clean and quick. Corpora Smith-puun will lead First
Squad on Vultureswith Bowers, Fu, Peaches, and Windom. Littlefield?’

“Yes, maam!” Theold Marine svoice sounded loud in Ardo’s hdmet. Littlefield was standing right next
tohim.

“Y ou take Second Squad—that will be Alley, Berndlli, Mdnikov, and Xiang. Cutter and Ekart will give
you heavy support in the Firebats.”

Ardo took in the names of his squad as best he could. Bernelli, Xiang, and Ekart were unfamiliar to him.
Cutter was il avery dangerous mystery. If they needed a squad leader, though, Littlefidd gave him a
little more hope than he might have had otherwise.

“Maam! Yes, maam!” Littlefied barked back enthusiastically.

Breanne barely took notice. “ Jensen, you' re boss of Third Squad. That’ s Collin, Mdlish, Esson, and
M’ butu. Wabowski gives you Firebat support.”

“Yes, maam,” Jensen replied without much enthusiasm. Ardo hoped the man fought better than he
talked. Helooked as though he were about to fall asleep where he stood.

“The Dropship will fly high cover and sensor support until we' ve got the prize. Then we dust off and get
off thisrock. Any questions?” When Breanne said it, it was adare, not an invitation.

Ardo could not help himself. He stepped forward and saluted as he spoke. “Ma am! Yes, ma am!”

“Yes, Miger . .. Mdkof, isn't it?’



“Méenikov, ma am. Begging your pardon, ma am!”

“What' syour question, Melnikov?’

“What are we looking for, ma am?’

Lieutenant Breanne looked away from him, her eyes focusing into the distance.

“A box, Private. Just abox.”

Ardo fet wonderful. He loved running in the power armor. It seemed effortless as he bounded across
the ground. The clicksrolled under him, the salmon colored dust trailing behind him and his companions.

He switched the visor of his battlesuit to navigation mode. Wherever he looked, the visor superimposed
the map of their surrounding terrain and labels of the more prominent landmarks. Despite what the
lieutenant had said, Scenic had been gptly named. The settlement’ s primary job had been to maintain the
upper pumping station for the aqueduct pipes coming up out of Oasis. Assuch, it was Stuated on the
sheer drop-off that marked the edge of the Basin—the remains of amgjor impact crater that had gouged
amagnificent long bowl out of the surface. The remains of the crater rim had eroded somewhat over
time. His visor labeled the razor peaksto hisleft as“ Stonewal” and the embarrassingly appropriate peak
to hisleft as“Molly’sNipple” The crater itself was abarren landscape, like so much of the entireworld
of Mar Sara, but there was a stark beauty in its ruggedness that pleased Ardo’s eye.

A road snaked itsway in switchbacks down the steep incline of the crater edge. Ardo smiled again at
the thought of thelocal civvies dowly winding their tortured way down that treacherous road before
reaching the valey floor. The Marines were not constrained by such weskness. His entire squad had
bounded over the steep edge of the mesa and had galloped straight down to the crater floor. The
battlesuits were designed to take alot more punishment than alittle tumble down a dliff face. And the
Marinesingde them were, he thought smartly, tougher than the suits they wore.

“Hubris. . ."” It washisfather’ svoice.“ Pride cometh beforeafall . . .”

Ardo frowned. His headache threatened suddenly to return. Better not to think about it and concentrate
on hisjob.

First Squad floated off to his squad’ sright on their four hover-cycles. Normaly, mobile unitsin Sege
tanks or even apair of Goliath Wakerswould supplement the platoon. Ardo rather thought that First
Squad had arrived hoping for such heavy equipment. They were destined for disappointment, being
issued local Vulture Hover Bikesthat had recently been “liberated” from thelocal militia They werefast,
light, and highly maneuverable, and they gave their ridersabout as much protection as a paper hat. The
squad leader, a corpora named Smith-puun, was having some difficulty holding back the cyclesto Stay
even with the two other Marine squads besating feet across the floor of the crater.

Third Squad was running flank off to hisleft while Ardo’s own Second Squad was taking point for the
group. They dl ranin aline, the dope of the crater floor gradudly flattening out. Abovethem dl, the
Valkyrie Vixenhowled, her downward angled jets churning awall of dust behind the platoon’s own.

Lieutenant Breanne ran dightly behind Third Squad. That was surprising. Ardo had expected the
lieutenant to stay aoft in the Dropship and run the entire show from up there. He had served under other
commanders who preferred to backsest-drive their platoons from a pleasantly remote location. His own



estimation of Breanne went up severa points.

The ground shook underfoot with each stride Ardo made. The oxygen in the suit poured into him,
making him fed dive, ready and anxiousto do hisduty for the Confederacy.

We are tough, Ardo thought. Everyone says so . . .adthough he could not recall just who had said so or
where he had heard it ever redly said.

All he knew was that the outskirts of Oasiswere coming up fast before him, and hewould findly be able
to exact justice for what the Zerg had doneto him.

*k*

TRANSCRIPT / CONCOMA417 /| MET:00:04:23

LC: Lieutenant L.Z. Breanne, Commanding

3 Squads 1:a-e (Mech/Cycle); 2:a-g (M/Inf) / 3:af (M/Inf)

Support: DS (DropshipValkyrie Vixen/ TegisMarz,Filat)

BEGIN:

LC/BREANNE:“Okay, grunts! Time for work! FirstSquad, give me acircle pass on the outpost
perimeter.”

1A/SMITH-PUUN:“. . . again? Say agan?’

LC/BREANNE:“Firgt Squad . . . circle Oasis and report!”

1A/SMITH-PUUN:“Yeah, | gotit. . . . Fu, bresk left and take it high, man, and stay tight. If you go
buggin’ out on meagain, I'll cashyou inthistime, | svear!”

1B/BOWERS:“Yeah, | love you, too, Corpora!”

LC/BREANNE:* Second Squad, cover Third Squad at that barricade.”
2A/LITTLEFIELD:*We€reonit! Go!”

LC/BREANNE:“Third Squad . . .

3B/WABOWSKI:“Hey, we re dready there, lady!”

LC/BREANNE:"“. . . move up and recon the.. . .Cutter, you' Il wait for my command or Il be tacking
your hide up on my officewal!”

3A/JENSEN:"Roger, Lieutenant! We are at the breach.”

MET:00:04:24

3C/COLLINS:*Hey, Sarge! What isthisstuff?1t’sdl over the ground!”

3B/WABOWSKI:“That's Zerg shit, Ekart. They spread this crap dl over the place when they come
through.”

2E/ALLEY:*Lordy, that’snasty! Looks like them bugsjust coated the whole town with their black
vomit!”

2A/LITTLEFELD:“Shut up, Alley . .. and keep your field of fire clear! Theway you' rewavin' that rifle
around, you' d think you were conducting a parade!”

MET:00:04:25

2E/ALLEY:*I’mwatching their back, Sarge. Don't get your panties. . .”

3A/JENSEN:“Lieutenant, thisis Jensen. I’ m at the breach. There' salot of Zerg cregp in here. There's
got to be a colony nearby.”

1A/SMITH-PUUN:“That' s bullshit, Lieutenant! We ve just made our circuit and there sno hive here.”
1B/BOWERS:“Y egh, youtdl 'em, Smith-puun!”

3A/JENSEN:*“. .. dl youwant, Corpord, but thisisHive cregp and it' s flowed down the length of the
main street and around the buildings. | can't tell whereit’'s coming from.”
1A/SMITH-PUUN:“That's’ causeit ain’'t coming from anywhere, Jensen! I'mtdlin’ yathere...”
MET:00:04:26

LC/BREANNE:“Knock it off, Smith-puun. Jensen, any contact?’

3A/JENSEN:* Just this creep, Lieutenant. Otherwise, negative.”



LC/BREANNE:“Very well. Marz, how about it? Isthere. . .”

1A/SMITH-PUUN:“Fu, I'mtdlin’ you for thelast time, take that cycle higher. Windom! Tighten it up,
will ya? And watch out for those agueducts! Y ou hit one of those and it will ruin your whole day!”
DSVALKYRIE:“ Say again, Lieutenant?’

LC/BREANNE:“Any sign of what we relooking for?’

MET:00:04:26

DSV ALKYRIE:“Negative, Lieutenant. Sensor’ still clear. No indication yet. | think you' re getting too
much interference from the buildings. You'll havetoget . . .

1B/BOWERS:“That close enough for you, Smith-puun, or do you want meto ride your cyclefor you?’
LC/BREANNE:“Shut up, Bowers! Marz, say again?’

DSVALKYRIE:*Y our squads have to get closer.Send’emin.”

2E/ALLEY:"Inthere? Y ou gottabe kiddin® me!”

LC/BREANNE:“Roger, Marz. Second Squad, move up. Third Squad . . .”
2A/LITTLEFELD:"Roger . .. moving up.”

LC/BREANNE:"“. . . and recon eastern buildingsup to the . . .”

3A/JENSEN:*" Say again? Say agan?’

LC/BREANNE:“| said spread your squad out and recon the eastern buildings up to the transmission
tower. Second Squad, you . . .”

1B/BOWERS:“ There snothin’ out here, Smith-puun! We' rejust burning circlesintheair.”
1A/SMITH-PUUN:“Be grateful, Bowers, ' causeif therewasanything out here. . .”
LC/BREANNE:“Keegp the chatter off the command channel! Second Squad, you take the western side.
Make your way between the condensers and circle around to the administration center!”
MET:00:04:27

2A/LITTLEFELD:"Roger. We re on it. Sgak, you go with Méellish and check out the condensers. The
rest of you comewith me.”

3A/JENSEN:*You dl heard the lady, let’ s movel Cutter, you follow Alley and Xiang up the main Street
here. Ekart, you' re with Melnikov and Berndlli. Go right down that road and then make your way north
toward the. . .”

1D/PEACHES."Hey, Smith-puun! Did you seethat?’

1A/SMITH-PUUN:*Y ou heard the lady, Windom.Cut the chatter . . .”

1D/PEACHES:" Something' s moving down therel”

1A/SMITH-PUUN:“Where?’

1B/BOWERS:“There snothin” moving, | tdl yal”

MET:00:04:28

3D/MELLISH:* Sarge? Can we walk on this—this creepy stuff?”

3A/JENSEN:“It's called creep, Menikov. Yeah, you can walk onit. It looks wet, but it's probably
harder than your power armor.”

2A/LITTLEFELD:"Keep moving those sensors around, ladies. The sooner we find this thing, the sooner
we get back for chow.”

1E/WINDOM:“Peachesisright, Corp, there’s something moving down there.”

1B/BOWERS:“Y ou' re seeing things, Windom!”

1D/PEACHES*No, | seeit, too. Over by the com tower, in the shadows!”

LC/BREANNE:“Let’ sget thisover with and get out. Marz, anything yet?

MET:00:04:29

DSNVALKYRIE:“Not yet, Lieutenant . . . keep’em moving.”

2D/MELNIKOQOV:“Hey, | think I'm getting something here.. . .”

LC/BREANNE:“Ménikov . . . what isit?’

2D/MELNIKOV:*Sarge, | think you need to take alook at this”

2A/LITTLEFELD:“Where are you, Mdnikov?’

MET:00:04:30

2A/LITTLEFELD:*Méenikov, say again. Whereare you?’



LC/BREANNE:“Littlefield, what’ sgoing on?’
2A/LITTLEFELD:"Ekart, where' sMenikov?’
2G/EKART:“I’'m not the kid' s baby-gitter, Sarge.”
2A/LITTLEFELD:" Ekart, ansver me.”
2G/EKART:“Look, he was behind me aminute ago!”
2A/LITTLEFIELD:“Bemdli?’

2C/BERNELLI:"“H€ sjust around the corner, Sarge.”
2A/LITTLEFELD:“Canyou seehim?’
2C/BERNELLI:“Wél, he'sjust . . . Hey, where did he go?’
MET:00:04:31

LC/BREANNE:“Ménikov, report!”

MET:00:04:32

LC/BREANNE:“Ménikov! Report!”

CHAPTERG6
RABBIT HOLE

ARDO FELL.

There was atimel essness about hisfall, adescent into blackness that seemed never to end. Hishelmet
damming againgt the unseen sides of the dark shaft punctuated hisfreefdl. Hisarms and legs wrenched
and twisted with impact from time to time but were saved from serious damage by the automatic safety
servos of the battle armor. Still hefdl, farther and farther into the unknowabl e blackness beneath him.

He landed with a shock, rubble cascading around him as he dammed facedown against the hard floor of
the shaft. The suit had saved hislife, reacting automaticaly to his descent, but now the broken and
collgpsing edges of the shaft overhead tumbled down around him, burying him deep in the bowe s of a
world that was not his own.

Panic gripped him. He screamed: a scream that rattled weak and hollow in his own ears despiteits
rebounding within his helmet. He thrashed hisarmsand legs wildly againgt the debris, kicking at the dark
objectsrolling about him. He staggered to hisfeet, losng hisbaancein his haste and fdling backward
once more, hisarms and legsflailing as hetried to find some purchase. His back dammed againg the
smooth wall behind him. There, his quivering legs beneath him at last, he sood leaning againgt the wall,
gulping ar and trying desperately to regain control of himself.

Darkness surrounded him, complete and utter.

Ardo shuddered, struggling againgt his quick and shalow breeths.” Take a deep breath, Ardo,” his
mother said, concernin her eyes. “ Don’'t say anything until you’ ve taken a deep breath.”

He sucked in a shivering breath.

“Mdnikovto...Mdnikov to. .. Cutter!” It took him amoment to remember the name. “Cuitter . . .
Comein, Cutter!”

Only faint hissng sounded in hisears.

Ardo took another hesitant deep breath.



“Ekart?...Berndli? Canyou. . . can you read me? Comein, Ekart! Berndli! I’ ve falen down ashaft
a...”

At where? The heads-up display of hisvisor was blank. The navigationd display wasflashing LOS,
which meant it was no longer in contact with the navigationa beacon back &t the base. How farhadhe
falen, anyway? He remembered that he had been walking adong on top of the creep, sweeping down the
east Sdetoward the tower.

Ardo’ s breath froze. The creep!

Ingtinctively, heleveled the muzzle of hisgaussriflein front of him with hisright hand. Hisleft hand
reached down behind him to fed aong thewall at his back. The powered glove of the battlesuit did
smoothly aong the ribbed, dick surface.

“ Damn!” he breathed, eyes suddenly wide with fear.

Ardo gripped the gauss rifle with both hands, pushing himsdf away from thewal. Heleaned dightly
forward into the rifle as he had been trained to do. “Light! Full spectrum!”

The hedmet-mounted illuminators suddenly flashed brightly to life.

The Zergling was at |east ten meters down the spore colony tunnel that appeared immediately to Ardo’'s
|eft. The horrendous cregture turned suddenly to face the light, just as Ardo got his bearings. Thelong,
deep-ivory talons extending from each of its forearms snapped toward the terrified Marine. The

Zergling' s vomit-brown head cowl reared back asit screeched hideoudly.

Ardo had no timeto think. Training. Ingtinct. He swiveled the wegpon around asthe display in hishelmet
switched automaticaly to attack mode.

The Zergling lunged down the corridor, its massve hind legs with razor-spine edges propelling it at
incredible speed directly toward the Marine,

“Thou shalt not kill,” the voice whispered unheeded at the back of hismind.
Ardo pulled thetrigger, leaning into therifle as he did.

Sted-tipped infantry dugs tore from the muzzle of the gauss automatic rifle at thirty rounds per second.
Fifteen sonic boomsrattled inthe air.

Ardo released the trigger. Short bursts. Training.

Fully haf theinitid burst had found its mark, ripping through the flesh of the Zergling, splattering thewals
with the detritus. Greenish-black ichor poured from the gaping holes punched in the creature’ storso.

The Zergling did not dow.
Ten meters separated them now.

Ardo pulled the trigger once more.Longer bur sts, he thought automaticaly, his conscious, screaming
mind pushed aside.



The gaussrifle chattered again, the tracersregistering in Ardo’ sfacid display, correcting hisaim at the
juggernaut of death and hatred clawing toward him. Pieces of the creature’ s cargpace broke away,
damming againgt the walls and clattering to the hard floor of the spore tunndl. Black blood spurted from
the exposed arteries as the creature shook with each impact.

Ardo released again.
Five meters.

The Zergling, frothing from its fanged mouth, reded with the impacts but—impossbly—found its feet
and lunged forward.

Ardo, eyes wide with terror, jammed down on the trigger. The gaussrifle responded dmost instantly,
sending astream of hot metal against and through his enemy. Still it pressed toward him againgt the
sted-tipped hail damming through it. Ardo’ straining evaporated in that instant. A scream, raw and
unconsciousin itsintensity, erupted from histhroat. The anima within him took hold. The Confederacy
ceased to exist. The Marines ceased to exist. There was just Ardo, his back againgt the wal, fighting for
hislife

One meter.

Ardo’s eyes were fixed open, unblinking, asthe hideous, dien face loomed closer lill.

The gaussrifle stopped chattering despite Ardo’ sfanatical grip on the trigger. The magazine was empty.

The smooth, mottled brown of the Zergling face smashed against Ardo’ s faceplate. Ardo could not look
away. He peered into the black, soul-less eyes just inches from hisface. His hands mindlessy shook the
assault rifle, hoping againgt reason that it would somehow, impossibly, start up again.

Ardo could not stop screaming.

Sowly, theface of the Zergling did down the faceplate, itstorso bumping againgt Ardo’sarms.

Ardo scrambled backward, the boots of his battlesuit dipping dightly as he kicked himself back away
from the shattered remains of the revolting creature. Ardo shakily gected the magazine from the assault
rifle. He banged the new magazine againgt his head to clear any sand, more out of ingtinct than any red
need, before he dammed it home in the rifle and primed the weapon once more.

TheZergling lay a hisfeet. Nearly half of the carapacehad been shot away. Ardo could see one of its
arms had been severed and blown back to rest on the ground farther down the spore corridor. A
widening pool of black was spreading across the corridor floor beneethit.

It fill bresthed.

“ Al creatures of our God and King,” his mother sang. “ Lift up your voice and hear ussing . . .”

Ardo began to shake uncontrollably.

He was twelve in Sunday school class. “ But these, as natural brute beasts, made to be taken and
destroyed, speak evil of the things that they understand not; and shall utterly perish in their own



corruption . ..” Beastswere interesting to a twelve-year-old. . . .

The Zergling twitched before him. The beast’ s dull, black eye stared back at him.

“ And God said, Let the waters bring forth abundantly the moving creature that hath life. . .”
Ardo could not bresthe.

Panicked, he suddenly dropped hisrifle. His hands clawed at the faceplate release. It resisted for a
moment, and then did sdeways with adefinitive click. He dammed the visor open ashefdl down on dl

fours.

His breakfast gushed in a cascade againgt the floor of the spore tunnel. His arms supported him but
continued to shake uncontrollably. Again, he heaved; then again.

It was not until then that he noticed the stench in the shaft other than his own. He belched twice andknew
he was dry. He wiped his hand on his now-soiled battle armor before he reached up and snapped the
visor shut againg the smell.

Findly, spent and weak, hetried to push himsalf back up. He found that he could not stand. So he sat
with hisback againgt thewall of the shaft and drew his armored knees up to his chest.

“Thou shalt not kill .. .”

The Zergling stopped twitching. He watched it die in front of him and wondered how he could have
taken alife—lifethat only God could grant.

Ardo had killed.
“Thou shalt not kill. . . .”
The Marine began to weep quietly, rocking back and forth as he squatted at the bottom of the shaft.

He had killed. He had never killed before. He had been trained, conditioned, drilled, and ssmulated more
ways and timesthan he could ever recdl. But until this moment, he had never truly deprived anything of
itslife

Hismother had taught him it wasasinto kill. Hisfather had taught him to respect dl life, aslifewas agift
from God. Where were his parents now? Where was their faith now? Where was their hope? Dead with
them on adistant world caled Bountiful. Destroyed by these same mindless demonsfrom hell, hetold
himsdlf. Y et the words sounded hollow to him, excuses for the truth, as his father used to say to him.

“...and every living creature that moveth, which thewaters brought forth abundantly, after
their kind, and every winged fowl after his kind: and God saw that it was good.”

Ardo drew his knees up tighter. He could not seem to think.
Thedisplay on theinsde of hisvisor began to flash insstently. The motion sensors had picked up activity

in the blackness of the spore tunnel that stretched before him, but Ardo’s mind seemed frozen, unable to
grasp itsimportance.



“I’'m sorry, Mom,” Ardo mumbled through histears. “1 didn't meanto doiit. | didn't meanto. . .”

The headset began to cracklein hisears.

“ An eyefor aneye. .. atooth for atooth...”

Ardo hugged his kneestighter.

“...down...Sargel ...thishole!” The crackling began to form words. Ardo barely heard them, asif
they were from a conversation agreat distance away.

The faceplate display locked onto the motion. The readout began updating: sixty meters and closing.

“. .. thisshaft.” Suddenly the sound came clear into Ardo’s ears. He vaguely recognized the voice as
Berndli’s. “ Shit! Must be ahundred feet down. Hey, Mdnikov! You dill . . .”

Ardo blinked and took a shuddering bregth.

Multiple contacts appeared on hisvisor digplay. Their number was steadily increasing.

“...downanoldwdl shaft, Sarge,” the voice continued to cracklein hisears. “ The cregp must have
covered it over and hefdl through. | think | can see him but he ain’'t answerin’ me.”

Forty metersand closing.

Mom was gone. Dad was gone. Mdani was gone.l’ m the only one left to remember them, Ardo
redized.
Thirty-five metersand closing.

Helooked up. He could see the lightsfrom Berndli’ s suit flashing in the distance above.

Someone hastolive.

“I'm here,” he called up as he reached quickly down and retrieved his gaussriflefrom the

debris-covered floor. He quickly pulled the grapple from hisbelt and did it down the muzzle of therifle.
“Stand back; grapple’ s coming up.”

“Hey, man, we thought we d lost you!”
“Not today,” he called back.

Thirty metersand closing.

Hefired the grapple straight up the shaft. The monofilament line whipped upward, spooling out from the
automated winch in the back of his power armor.

He looked back down the shaft just as he activated the lift. A cold smile formed on his tear-streaked
face ashisfeet quickly cleared the floor of the spore tunndl.

“Not today.”



CHAPTER 7
SPIT AND POLISH

CUTTER SENORMOUS FISTS REACHED DOWN AND dragged Ardo up out of the hole,
combat armor and al. He had barely cleared thelip of the cave-in before three of his squad began firing

down into the hole he had just vacated.

“Sargel” Alley cried out, alittle more excitement in his voice than hewould have liked. “They’ re coming
up.Shit! Theré snoend to’em!”

“Don't just stand there,damn it! Firea will!” Littlefield shouted through the command channdl.

“Hoggin’ it al, wereyou, punk?’ theidander growled through hisfaceplate pressed against Ardo’sown.
“Thought you might just be the hero of the hour takin’ *em on dl by yoursdf?’

“Back off, Cutter,” Littlefield said sharply. “ Thelieutenant wants aword with thiskid right now. Alley!
Y ou keep up the suppressing fire. Ekart, Xiang, start fragging this hole right now! Berndlli, you set a
charge. When you' ve finished with them, I don’t want the Zerg eventhinkingof putting ahole here again!
Soon asyou can, get your buits over to the Admin Office. Keep an eye out. If there’ s one spore hole
there' s bound to be more and | don’t want any of them tappin’ me on the shoulder. Clear?’

The squad nodded their consent asthey rained death down the hole at their feet.
“Cuitter, keep an eye on these whelps and get them back to mein one piece.”

“Damnit, Sarge!” Cuitter protested. “| haven't killed athing dl day!”

Littlefield seemed to consider the Firebat Marine for amoment. There was sadnessin hiseyesbut his
voice was solid and clear. “ Y ou'll have plenty lined up for you before the day’ s out, Cutter. I'll need

those men. Get them back to me, clear?’
“Clear, gr,” Cutter sniffed. “ Glass-clear.”

Littlefield turned to Ardo. “On the quick, Marine! Let’'sgo!”

Sergeant Littlefield wasted no time and had bounded severa steps ahead of Ardo before the younger
Marine caught on. Littlefield ran through the dleys of Oasiswhile Ardo tried desperately to keep up. The
creep was gill underfoot. Ardo expected at any moment to crash once more through the brittle crust and
tumble into aworse situation than before. Much as he feared that, there was something deep insde him

that feared disobeying the sergeant’ s orders even more.

Thetacticd channel did not give him aclear picture of what was going on, but what he understood did
not sound good.

“Holy shit, man! They're not stoppin’!”

“Keep fraggin’ “em, man!”



“lam,man! I'mnearlyout . . .”
“ Sand back, you ladies! Timeto light me some Zerg!”
Cutter, Ardo thought as he ducked down another aley, trying desperately to keep up with Littlefield.

Oasis had been asmal outpost. There was little to offer here other than the work, which thewells and
multiple pumping stations provided. Homeswerelargely of the modular variety, each showing the very
temporary nature of their construction. The central district of the settlement had asmall number of shops,
which served thelocals.

At leadt, theyusedto serve the locals. The cregp had extended itsalf down the length of the central
section of the town. There must be a bloom around here somewhere, Ardo thought, but he was having
trouble keeping up with Littlefield through the maze of haphazardly placed buildings and had littletime to
think about it.

“...it'sshifting, Sergeant! The creep is starting to move!”

“Well, find the bloom. We find that and we can takeit all out.”

“1"ve been looking. It just ain’'t here.”

“We'll make a high pass over the main street again. Maybe we missed it.”

The four Vulture hover-cycles screamed overheadjust asthe central adminigtration building cameinto
view. It was not difficult to find. Three stories high, it towered over dl the other occupied buildingsin the
Settlement. A gaping, ragged hole had been torn in one side of the building, its external meta wall pedled
back; whether by an explosion or some unthinkably powerful hands, Ardo did not care to speculate.

He was s0 astonished at the Sight that he nearly ran directly into Sergeant Littlefield, who had stopped
abruptly short of the admin building. The older man looked into the eyes of the panting Ardo, who now
stood confused before him, and then keyed his transmitter to Squad Member Select. His words were for
Ardo done.

“Son, you'rein alot of trouble, but don’t swest it. Just takeit likeaMarineand | think things are going
to be okay. Understand?’

Ardo nodded even though he knew it was alie. He was having trouble understanding much of anything
at themoment. “Sir, yes, ar!”

Littlefield smiled. “Well, thereisn’t much they can do to you out here that the job won't do for them. Be
polite, don't talk back to Breanne, and | think you may just live to rgoin my squad. She' swaiting for you
up in Operations.”

Littlefield gave Ardo’ s battle armor aquick glance, then smiled. “I wish we had time to hose you off firgt,
son! You'regonnasmell just awful for the lieutenant.”

* k%

You would have thought they would have at |east removed the dead, Ardo thought, as he stepped
into the Operations Room.



Operationswas at the top of the three-story centra building in the complex. Itswindows, now vacant of
al but the smallest shards of glass, looked out over the settlement. The building had probably been the
last stand of the colonists, and when the fight was over there was nobody |eft to bury the dead.

That had been several days ago. The Confederacy Marines had given the Zerg a pretty good pasting
when they reached Scenic. Intdl caled it an “extermination” and believed that only aminimal force of
Zergremained in Oasis. Still, no one in command had thought it necessary to come back to the pumping
settlement and honor the vaiant falen. After al, theyweredead.

The Operations Room itself had seen considerable damage. Several Marines from Second Squad were
working to shore up the gaping holesin the outer wall. The sporadic light from their hand welders played
aghastly blue-white pal acrossthe grizzly scene. In the center of the room, the lieutenant leaned over the
map table, her back toward them. Her battle armor helmet was off, Sitting to one side as she tried to
concentrate on the readout in front of her.

Ardo could gtill hear her onthetactical channdl.

“Third Squad continue north toward the tower and then fall back toward Operations.”

“1"ve got movement over here! Something’s coming!”

“ Shut up, man! We've all got movement . . . everywhere! They’re coming out of the floor, man!”

“ Kegp moving! Keep moving!”

Sergeant Littlefield unlatched his helmet and quickly tucked it into the crook of hisleft arm. “Beggin’
your pardon, ma am? Reporting as ordered.”

The lieutenant straightened and began to turn.
Ardo barely had the presence of mind to quickly remove hisown helmet and salute.

The smdl in the room was more familiar than what he had experienced in the spore tunnel, and therefore
al the more nausesting.

Her voice was coated in frog. “Private. . . Mdnikov, isn't it? How good of you to obey an order at
last.” Her eyesflicked over toward the sergeant. “Mr. Littlefield, do you think this fresh-out-of-the-can
Marineisworth my trouble?’

“Maam. .. by your grace, ma am!” Ardo glanced sSdeways at the sergeant. There seemed to bea
smile playing a the edge of hismouth.

“| doubt it,” Breanne snapped. “ Step forward, Private!”

Ardo panicked. He was saluting and could not move until the salute had been returned, yet he had just
been ordered to move. Something in his brain seized up, and he seemed unable to do much of anything
except swesat and continue to hold his salute.

Breanne seemed suddenly to understand this. Sheswore under her breath and offered a perfunctory
sute.



Relieved, Ardo dropped the salute, and shuddered dightly as he stepped over a headlesstorso and arm.
He could not tell if it had been aman or awoman. He did not want to know. He kept his eyesfixed on

the lieutenant.

“Mister Menikov! Did | or did I not order thisteam to hold wegponsfire for this operation?’
It was adirect question. Ardo could not help but give an answer. “Ma am! Yes, ma am!”
“Did | not makeit clear that thiswas arecon and extraction misson?’

“Maam! Glass-clear, maam!”

Breanne' s face was getting uncomfortably closeto Ardo’s own. Her words were chilling. “ Then why,
soldier, did you disobey my order?’

Ardo swalowed. “Fell down a shaft, ma am! Encountered aZerg . . .” He sammered dightly, the
memory of it flooding over him al a once. He dropped his eyes, suddenly ashamed. “I . . . | killed it!”

“Look at mewhen I’'mtalking to you, soldier!”
Ardo’seyeslocked on her sharp nose.

“Y ou think that'swhat we' re herefor, to kill Zerg?’
“Maam! Yes maam! Sendthemal to hell, ma am!”

Breannerolled her eyes at this and stepped away, seething. “Littlefield, can you believe this?Thisisthe
new Marine! Neural resocidization! Cookie-cutter soldiers! Press them out of the resoc tanks like so
many gingerbread men, wind ’em up and send " em off to die!”

Littlefied chuckled darkly. “Well, ma am, it'salot quicker than the old way, that’ sfor sure. That's
progress.”

“God save usfrom progress!” Breanne sighed, then turned her stedl eyes back on Ardo. “Mr. Menikov,
let me try to educate you the old-fashioned way. Private, we arenothereto kill Zerg.”

Ardo fdt confused. “Ma am?’

“We are here tostopZerg. That’ sadifferent thing altogether. Those casdless stedl-tipped infantry rounds
you so dutifully loaded into your assault rifle this morning are not designed to kill. They are designed to

mam.”
“Mdam, | ...| don't understand.”

“Kill aman on thefield of battle and you can leave him there. The buzzards will take care of him.”
Breanne gestured around the Operations Room. “L ook around you, Private. There was nothing we could
do for the dead. Y ou honor them when you can, but in the middle of battle there' s nothing you can do for
them. They areno longer of any concern,understand?’

“Well ...yes, maam,but...



“But nothing! If youmaiman enemy on the field it takesfour of hisfriendsto haul him back from the
battle and evenmoreof hisfriendsto patch him up and care for him. Kill an enemy and you decrease the
force againgt you by one.Maiman enemy and you decrease the force againgt you byten. Isany of this
gnking in through that thick, resociaized brain of yours?’

Ardo thought for amoment. “Y es, ma am.”

“Then perhapsin the future you will be more careful in thefield to follow my ordersto the letter 7’

“Maam, yes, maam...but...
Breanne' s eyes narrowed. “ Are you trying to say something, Private?’

Ardo swalowed. “Begging your pardon, maam. . . but isthe lieutenant suggesting that it would have
been better for me to have died &t the bottom of that well?’

Breanne took abreath to answer, then held it in check. A wicked smilerippled across her lips. “Wadll,
well, well! A Marinewho thinksl How refreshing. There' s hope for you yet, Menikov. I—’

“Hey, Lieutentant! | think we found something!”

“Marz, here. They’ ve got something on one of the scanners.”
“Hey, | think | found it!”

Breanne spun back toward the map table. “Where? Whereisit?’
“It'sjust a prefab house. . . | think it’sin a basement.”
“Lordy! Theground isbreaking all around me!”

“ Movement! Movement!”

“Where?”

“ Everywherel”

“Cutter!” Breanne snapped. “ Get the devicel Marz! They'reat . . . damnit! . . . map grid thirty-six mark
four-seventeen. Get them out of therel”

“They'll be vulnerableif | do, Lieutenant! Get them back to Operationsand I’ll pick up the lot of
ya.”

“Captain Marz, get that crate over there and pick up my team!”

“There’ sno place to set down, Lieutenant,and if | use the extraction fields they’ Il be held in stasis
on the ground for a few seconds. That’s more than enough time for the Zerg to kill them where
they stand.”

“That' sjust greet!”



Breanne motioned for Littlefield to join her. The sergeant quickly stepped up to the map table. He began
pointing to various locations as Breanne spoke.

“Second Squad, get that device. First Squad, | need high cover for Second Squad at thirty-six mark
four-seventeen!”

“ Hey, does she meanus,man?”

“You heard the lady, it’ s just over— Sweet shit! Where didtheycome from?”
“It's a whole goddamnwal of *em!”

“More like a carpet! Where thehdldid they come from?”

“Third Squad!” Breanne continued. “ Cover fire from thirty-four mark four-sixteen to thirty-six mark
four-sixteen. Hold acorridor open and then fal back.”

“ Say again?”

“1 said, hold a corridor and then fall back with Second Squad to the operations center. We'll extract
from here”

The lieutenant turned to Ardo.

“Wel, you started this, Menikov, now you can help clean it up. Join Third Squad and seeif you can get
your old Second Squad back here in asfew pieces as possible.”

The lieutenant turned back to the map.
“I think it is safe to say that they know we are here now.”
CHAPTER 8

SEEING THE
ELEPHANT

ARDO DASHED DOWN THE STAIRWELL, STEPPING quickly over the bodies along the way,
then burst into what once was the lobby. Wabowski, the second Firebat in the platoon, was already
charging up his plasma flamethrower. Méellish and Esson were both fingering their gaussrifles nervoudly.
Sgak seemed even more agitated than the others.

“Where' s Jensen?’ Ardo asked.

“Went to find M’ butu,” Sgak said, licking hislips. “Hesaid he d only be. . . oh,hell,he's overdue.”

“I say wego find him,” Wabowski rumbled.

“And | say wefollow orders,” Littlefield snagpped, coming down the stairs and joining them. “ The
lieutenant knows what she’ sdoing. Y ou’ ve got the word and you know the drill. Moveit, people! On



mn

Littlefield readied his own assault rifle and moved out through the broken doors of the lobby. The
broken squad glanced around at each other for amoment and then moved quickly to follow the sergeant.

The wind was blowing a steady, hot breeze from the northeast, kicking dust up over the creep that had
spread across the main square. Ardo shuddered as they moved acrossit. They could al hear Cutter and
the rest of First and Second squads on the command channel, disembodied voices struggling to survive
somewhere beyond thewall of buildings surrounding the outpost’ s centra square.

“ Keep moving! Keep moving!”

“ Bowers? Bowers! Wherethe hell . . "

“ Bowersis down!”

“ Fu! Peaches! Get your asses over here, now!”

“Damn! Sarge! I'mhit! I'mhit! The cycle's dropping down! Help me! Oh, God . . . they’'re gonna
be all over mel Don't let them. . .”

Littlefield’ svoice echoed in their helmets, his proximity automatically overriding the other voices, fading
them below hisown. “ Sgak! Mélish! Y ou two take flanking positions on the square and hold it.
Wabowski, you and the rest of the squad come with me on point. | don’t want anything comin’ up
behind me, Marines”

Ardo followed without aword, though he was shaking inside his battle armor. The private glanced to
ether sde nervoudy as he moved forward purely out of training. Somewhere in the back of hismind was
theingtinct to run in the other direction as quickly as his battle armor would take him, but the training kept
that howling anima somehow at bay.

“ Alley! Get the hell out of my way! I'll burn’em!”
“They'reafrickin’ wdl,Cutter!”

“ Keegp moving! Hang onto that box, Ekart, or | swear to God I’ll make you go back for it, Zerg
or no! Keep moving!”

Wabowski was on Ardo’ sleft, laden down with two fully charged plasmatanks mounted into the back
of hisFirebat flamethrower battle armor. Esson flanked Wabowski on the far sde. Though Ardo could
not see him directly, hishelmet display noted M’ butu directly behind them. They wereintheclassic
support postion for Frebats, something Ardo gave no more thought to than the othersfollowing
Littlefield acrossthe square. One might aswell concentrate on thinking about how to breathe. Everything
and everyone was performing by the book.

Then why, Ardo thought,am | still shaking?
“Hell! They're everywhere! Where are they comin’ from?”

“Keep movin', grunt!”



They reached a barricade on the far side of the square that extended across the eastern road between
two buildings. It had obvioudy been thrown together from whatever was at hand. Two heavy loaders and
amobile trencher formed the bulk of the barricade, but anything within reach appeared to have been
pressed into service. Desks, beds, rocks, pieces of broken wall, even apair of children’s cycles had
been tossed desperately onto the pile. From the look of the mangled dead who remained, their efforts
may have bought them an extraminute and a half.

Ardo shook violently, suddenly dreedfully afraidthat his teeth would chatter over the com frequency. He
concentrated on what the lieutenant had said.” There’ s nothing you can do for them. They are no
longer of any concern, understand?”’ Still, Ardo looked away, feding vaguely ashamed.

Littlefield took no notice of Ardo’s discomfort. He scanned the eastern road that wound between the
buildings. Caling it aroad was generous; it was more of atortured passage that ran crookedly between
modular buildings. “ Therethey are,” the sergeant said, pointing eastward.

Ardo peered between the buildings. Something was moving beyond the fine vell of blowing red dust, but
he could not be sure just what. The wind was picking up with the evening, the blowing dust obscuring his
vison even more. The chatter from the com channd was getting louder and more ditinct. Cutter was
making progress, but would it be enough?

“M’butu! Esson!” Littlefield’ swords were level and matter-of-fact. Just another day at the office, he
seemed to be saying. “Y ou anchor both sides of this barricade. Set up acrossfire down this passage.
Méenikov!”

Ardo looked to the sergeant at the sound of his name.

“Y ou and Wabowski comewith me, Let’sbring'emin.”

With that, Littlefield leveled his gaussrifle and clambered over the barricade.

Ardo could not move.

Littlefield was dready getting hard to see, the blowing dust fading the sergeant’ s battle armor in and ouit.
Ardo’s mind seemed to seize up. He could not move forward. He could not move back.

Suddenly, something dammed againgt the middle of his back, knocking him forward.

“Come on, Mdnikov,” Wabowski sniffed. “Move your assl Thisisarescue misson, remember?’

Wabowski’ s booted foot didodged Ardo’ s stupor. They both scrambled over the barricade quickly,
Ardo covering both the barely discernible Littlefield and Wabowski behind him.

“Left!” Wabowski yelled suddenly.
Ardo spun, crouching.
Severa Zerg were clawing their way with incredible speed along thewall of amodular building. They

seemed to defy gravity through raw strength. The moment Ardo recognized them, thefirst of them leaped
from thewall, directly toward the Marine.



Ardo had no timeto think. He squeezed the trigger of the gauss assaullt rifle. The hail of dugs smashed
into the monster midair. The raw strength of the creature might have impelled it forward, but the
accelerated projectiles arrested the Zerg' s momentum and pinned it against thewall. The remaining

creatures crouched down against the wall, preparing to spring on their own.

A sudden column of plasmaflame engulfed thewadl, swalowing the Zerg in itsfury. Ardo turned around
and saw Wabowski, ahuge grin on hisface, hosing the wall down with the plasma stream.

He aso saw the Zerg lurkers cresting the top of the building behind the smiling Firebat warrior.

“On your back!” Ardo yelled, hisvoice sounding high-pitched in hisown ears. Hisrifle chattered in his
hands, laying down a pattern across the rooftop. Severd of the lurkers dropped heavily to the ground,

their clawsworking in the dust, struggling to bring them closer to their prey.
Weare the prey, Ardo suddenly realized. He could see the smile on Wabowski’ s face had suddenly
waxed grim. The bursts of superheated plasmawere flashing toward severa targets at Ardo’s own back

“Keep’em off me, brother,” Wabowski drawled. “I’'m alittle busy here.”

The dick, dark forms suddenly seemed to be everywhere on the modules lining the street. Ardo
remembered as a child once kicking an anthill on hisfather’ sfarm, and the ants appeared asif by magic

tobedl around him at once.

| kicked this anthill, Ardo thought.

Therifle suddenly stopped chattering. Ingtinctively, Ardo gected the clip, banged anew clip againgt his
helmet, and dammed it home into therifle. The clip had barely reached the breach when Ardo pulled the

trigger again, splaying the advancing and ever increasing hordes of Zerg lurkers dropping down likerain
from the southern rooftops.

“Damn! How far do we have to go?”
“We'll never makeit, Cutter!”

“ Shut up! Keep moving!”
“We are under heavy attack!” Wabowski’ swords were factual, but there was a definite edge to them.

“Littlefied, if you' re going to do something, now would be thetime!”
“ Got 'em, Wabowski. ETA your position one minute.”

Ardo’ s second clip emptied. Sweat streaming down his face despite the climate control of the battle

armor, he g ected the clip once more and pressed the third clip home even as he squeezed the trigger.
The broken, mutilated bodies of the lurkers were faling on top of each other. The pileitself was drawing

closer to him by the minute, scratching the ground, desperate for Ardo’ s blood.
Stll they came over the eaves of the roof. Ardo could only imagine what Wabowski wasfighting out of

sght behind his own back.

Ardo’' sgaussriflewaswarm in hishands. The suit filtered that sensation so that it would not do him any
actud harm, but he knew that it meant the rifle was getting dangeroudly closeto seizing up.



“We got contact.” It was Mdlish, behind them in the square.” Fire zone here in the square. We could
use some help back here!”

One of the Zerg claws reached out from the pile, snapping blindly at Ardo’sleg. Hetook an ingtinctive
step back, then sent aquick burst downward that severed the limb entirely.

When helooked up, the rooftop lurkers were dready in midair, leaping toward him.
They never reached the ground. A burst of flame and gauss dugs from Ardo’ s|eft obliterated them.

“Make way, kid,” Cutter said, his huge Firebat suit running past Ardo at full speed. There appeared to
be acivilian draped over the huge man’ s shoulder as he plunged forward. He held the figure in place with
one hand and wielded the massive plasma hose with the other. He shouted through the com channel ashe
ran. “Keegp moving!”

Littlefield and Xiang rushed past aswell, holding ametallic case by its handles between them. Berndlli
continued to fire hisown rifle, sometimes a redl targets and sometimes at imaginary ones.

“Stay and hold’em, Menikov!” Littlefield shouted as he passed. The case appeared to be heavy,
dowing Xiang and him down. “We re dmost there! Wabowski! Buy ustime! That'san order!”

Ardo turned to look east down the road. Zerg poured down the Street, their talonsawall of death and
hatred. Ardo knew that they had come for him. Wildly, he thought that they knew, somehow, that he had
escaped them twice before. They wanted him, hisflesh, his blood.

Ardo turned and ran. Wabowski continued to rake the walls with the plasma stream, unaware that Ardo
had left him.

The lurkers on the opposite wall legped.
Ardo turned at the scream. The Zerg lurkers hadripped the nozzle from Wabowski’ s hands and were

savagely raking the armor, prying at it carefully. They apparently knew better than to tear haphazardly
into aFirebat suit. They would take it gpart in moments, dragging the screaming Wabowski out and then

Three Hydralisks grasped Melani at once, dragging her back from the edge of the crowd.

“Please, Ardo,” she wept. “ Don’'t leave me alone!”

Ardo raised hisweapon and fired a stream of armor-piercing rounds into the tanks of Wabowski’s
Firebat suit.

Firebat suits are dangerous even under the best of conditions. The containment fiel ds shattered,
Wabowski erupted into amammoth conflagration, aroiling bal that engulfed the buildings around it,
swalowing the Zerg, who were too intent on their prey. The flames rolled between the buildings, an
expanding inferno raging down the channdl directly toward Ardo.

CHAPTER 9
FALL BACK



“MELNIKOV!”
Ardo turned at the sound of his name crackling in his helmet.
“Moveit, Marinel Damn it, Menikov! Answer me!”

Thefirebadl roiled behind him, eating the air between the buildings. He sensed its hunger and its power at
his back. He began to run toward the barricade at the end of the crooked street, dready brilliantly lit by
the approaching flames.

Ardo’ sfeet werelikelead. Hisarms and legs moved in agonizing downess. Time wasworking against
him. Hetried to cry out for help, but the words seemed maformed and incoherent in hisown ears.

The brightness suddenly enveloped him. Chaos erupted in his helmet. Half adozen different darmsrang
out, but he had no timeto pay attention to any of them. He was swimming through the brilliant flame and
heet. The suit servos strained againgt the explosive force, struggling to keep Ardo’ s variouslimbsand
appendages where they belonged. He tumbled through the fire, the heat overcoming theinterna cooling.
Ardo could fed the webflex netting of the undersuit searing hisflesh. All sense of up or down, in or out,
was logt as panic welled up within him.

Suddenly hefdl from the sky. The ground rushed up a him, damming his head violently againg the
interior of hishelmet. Dazed, he felt asthough he were till moving, dthough the rough granules of dirt
and rock haf burying hisfaceplate belied the thought. He lay till for amoment, aware of athin stream of
blood winding its way down across the clear plexithene of the faceplate and dowly starting to poal.

Hejerked himsdlf upright, the movement smearing his blood across both theinside of hishelmet and his
face. Littlefidld was crabbing backward next to him, dragging the ungainly metd case. Xiang had been
helping him with it just moments before. Ardo vaguely wondered what had happened to him. The
sergeant’ s gauss rifle was chattering in his hands, spitting out a stream of death. Other members of the
squad were backing away from the barricade as well.

“Kegp moving! Keep moving!” Littlefield yeled, though they al could have heard him perfectly well
through the com-system.

Ardo staggered unsteadily to hisfeet. Next to him, the sergeant turned suddenly on his hed, hisweapon
ingtinctively training on the movement so closeto hisside. Fear and desperation registered for amoment
on the old veteran’ s features. Ardo half expected to becut down where he so unsteadily stood, but the
sergeant’ strigger finger held back long enough for him to register who was suddenly in hissights.

“Goddamn,Mdnikov! You'reahard mantokill!” Littlefidd said, with ahint of hystericd laughter in his
voice. Littlefield turned back to face the barricade. “Fal back! Listen to me! Fall backnow!”

Theinferno from Wabowski’ s explosion continued to rage enthusiastically down the length of the Street
beyond the barricade, preventing most of the Zerg groundlings from reaching them. Here and there,
however, pockets of them somehow managed to swarm through the flames. Cutter, his huge Firebat
armor towering over the remaining members of the detail, was till pumping short bursts of plasmaagainst
the Zerg asthey tried repeatedly to swarm over the barricade. Ardo gaped. Cutter wasfiring his plasma
wegpon with asingle hand while till holding on with his other hand to the rag-doll survivor dung over his
shoulder.



“It' sworking,” Ardo whispered, more to himsdf than to the sergeant standing next to him. “We're
holding them off.”

“Likehelweare,” Littlefidd snapped. “ They’ re cunning, these dime-bugs. They’ Il keep us occupied here
with afew of their kin just long enough to circle around and take us from behind. Make yoursalf useful,
Melnikov, and grab the other side of thiscasel” The sergeant turned his attention once more to the
hulking Firebat. “ Cutter, get that civilian out of herel Sgjak! Ekart! Lay down cover fire and pull back to
oh-thirty-seven mark one-fifty-three. We got our little prize, now let’s get the hell out of herel”

Cutter growled through the com-system, but he obeyed, faling back with the rest of theline. The shining
carapaces of the Zerglings leaped deftly over the barricades with agrace and speed Ardo had not
thought possible. Each in turn was met by concentrated fire from the retreating Marines.

“How wedoin', boss?’ Littlefield caled out.

“ Clock’ s running out.” It wasthe lieutenant, till in the Operations tower that somehow in Ardo’'smind
was suddenly milesaway.” | can’t see them on tactical, but you know they’ ve got to be coming for
us. I’m abandoning the Ops center now. Double-time to oh-thirty-seven mark one-fifty-three.
We Il dust off there. You copy that, Peaches?”

“Yes, ma’am.” The voice had astrange edgeto it. If Peaches was answering on the command channd,
then things had not gone well for the Vulture cycle crews.

“Vixen,you got the coordinates?”

“You just get your pretty ass over there, and theVixenwill do therest. Pick up and delivery! ETA
five minutes to dust off.”

“Let'sgo, people!” Littlefield rumbled. “We don't have alot of time!”
Cuitter growled through the com-system and then turned. One glance and Ardo could see the look on
the man’ sface. Hiswordswerefor Littlefield, but hiscold, black eyes were trained squarely on Ardo as

he spoke. “Beg to report one Firebat lost, sir! Wabowski, sir!”

Ardo quickly snatched at the handle on the metal box. His armor was power enhanced, but the
feedback systems|let him know that it was heavy.

“Let’'smove” Littlefield snapped.

In tandem, the two of them began running back across the square. Littlefield pointed off to the left of the
Operationstower. Ardo sensed the rest of the squad faling back with them, collapsing the perimeter as
they dashed toward the extraction point.

Ardo ran, but he could not clear hismind. “ Sergeant . . . dir, about Wabowski, | . . .”

“That was onehell of amove, kid,” Littlefied cut in, the box bouncing erraticaly between them asthey
ran. “Wabowski was already a dead man. You did him afavor . . . and we are wasting whét little time
you bought for us.”

“Yeah ... thanks” Cutter was running just behind them. The helmet obstructed Ardo’ sview of the huge



idander, but he knew from the big man’ stone that he was anything but gppreciative.

“You just keep hold of that civilian, Cutter, and leave the thinking to me. Asfor you, Mdnikov . . . if
you're dtill aive by the end of the day”—L.ittlefield huffed between quick breaths—"*well then, by God,
son, you may be a veteran yet!”

Cutter’ svoicewas al venom just two steps behind him. “ A veteran, eh, Menikov? Oh, then by all
means, you go first. I've seen what you can do with arifle, and | think it' s better if 1followyou.”

“ ETA two minutes. Vixentur ning downwind now. Jeez! Look at 'em down there! You really stirred
up the hive, didn’t you, Breanne!”

They ran down theline of buildings, checking their flanks asthey went. There was definitely something
out there, but nothing Ardo could redlly see. Dark movement flashed in the gaps between Structures.
Don’t stop to look, hetold himsdlf, the rhythm of his running stepsin counterpoint. Don’'t stop or they' |
take you down.

“Hold fire! Hold fire at oh-thirty-five!l” 1t was Breanne svoice. Ardo glanced toward the navigation
radiad. Sure enough, the lieutenant was running toward them, her own rifle held at the ready. There were
three soldiers running with her, two less than he had seen her with only fifteen minutes before.

“Don’'t stop! Kegp moving!” The lieutenant did not break stride as she urged them forward. “Isthat the
prize, Littlefidd?

“Yes, maam!” Littlefield picked up his pace alittle to keep up with Breanne. Ardo, dill clinging to the
other side of the metal case, was forced to do the same.

“Nicework, Sergeant!” Lieutenant Breanne was |ooking toward the rapidly approaching opening at the
end of the street. “ So, who isthe mest that Cutter is hauling out of here?’

“Don’t know, ma am. Some civvy hefound till breathing when they came across the box.”

“Wall, Cutter, lookslike you’ ve rescued yoursdlf ared live princess.” A smile played into Breanne's
voice. “Hang onto her, Private. I’ll want to talk with her once we get out of this.”

Ardo could hear thefiltered chatter of gaussrifle fire over hisintercom. Someone nearby wasfiring short
burgts.

“Contact, Lieutenant!” 1t was Mdlish. “Ontheright!”

“| see’em, too!” Bernelli was running picket for the retreat on the left. “ Dann! Look at *emmove!”
Breanne looked up as sheran. “ Vixen! What' s your status?’

“Turning base now. Keep your skirt on, Lieutenant, I'll betherein . .. oh, hell! Sand by.”

The squad burst from the shdlter of the surrounding buildings. The supply-landing pad for Oasis
stretched out al around them. Severd battered hangars and warehouses stood to either Side. After the
claustrophobic trails between the buildings, the area felt exposed and vulnerable. Beyond the landing pad

toward the south was an open expanse of hydrofarms and the long road they had followed earlier in the
day to reach Oasis. Ardo could seethe vertical cliff wall of the Basin in the distant south. Molly’s Nipple



was hazy in the distance, and he could make out the Stonewall Peaks. Right between them, he knew, lay
Scenic and their fortified base.

It ssemed amillion milesaway.

Private William Peaches and Private Amy Windomwere landing their V ulture cyclesin the center of the
open area. When the day began, the V ultures had numbered five. Now they were down to two.

“Littlefield! Menikov!” Thelieutenant moved toward the parked V ultures at the center of the landing

pad. “Keep that box near me! Cutter! Bring that civvy, too. Everyone ese, | need an extraction
perimeter around menow!”

Ardo could see the windsock next to the landing field. He kept glancing to the south and the distant
ridges where a clean bunk, a shower, and, perhaps, relative safety might be found. He had killed twicein
one day. He longed for unconsciousness. If Captain Marz was following a standard approach, he should
be coming from that direction.

Breanne was |ooking in the same direction, searching the sky for any sgn of movement.

“Vixen,” she caled out. “Update!”

The Confederacy Marines formed acircle on the landing pad, training their weapons outward. The
sands of the Basin were blowing across the flat expanse, obscuring the once carefully laid-out markings.
Ardo could hear the swish of the sand blowing against the hard carapace of his own battle armor.

Nothing else.

“Vixen.” Breanne' s voice was steady. “We are on sation. What isyour ETA?’

The com channd crackled with muffled background static, the gain automatically heightening asthe
equipment strained to hear aresponse.

“Lieutenant! We ve got movement!”

“Where, Bernd|i?’

“Just past the hangars, ma am! They' re flanking us on the east just beyond—"
“Wegt, too, Lieutenant! Gods! Look at howfastthey arel”

“Vixen! Damnit! Report!” Breanne turned back to the south. “Littlefield! Do you seehim? He said he
was a minute inbound. We should have seen him by now.”

“He should have been here by now, Lieutenant,” Littlefield replied. “ There' s something wrong here,

Breanne looked south again. “ Vixen! Comein,Vixen! What' s your status?’

“He'snot there,” Littlefield s voice was heavy as he pointed to the south. “But | do see something,



Dark figures began moving across the southern end of the landing pad.
“Zerg,” Breanne breathed. “ They're cutting us off.”
Littlefield shook hishead. “Lieutenant, | think—"

“They don’'t pay you to think, Sergeant!” Breanne snapped. “ Peaches and Windom! Mount up!
Everybody, | want new loads prepped and locked right now! When | give the order, the Vulture cycles
open up with everything you have and fly straight acrossthe Zerg line to the south. Plow me aroad
through those bugs. The rest of us, lead with everything you' ve got, charge through the hole and don't
stop. Go right through and don’t stop for anything, you understand?’

“Thenwhat, Lieutenant?’ Esson’svoice was alittle shaky.
“Then run, boy. Run for the base, and don’t look back.”

CHAPTER 10
THE GAUNTLET

“THEY’RE CLOSING THE GAP, MA’AM!” BERNEL LI whispered hoarsdly. It was asthough
louder noise would somehow shatter afragile moment and bring the dowly approaching Zerg crashing
down on them.

Breanne svoice was cold and level. “Hold your fire, damniit!”
“They’re cutting us off, Lieutenant!”
“Shut up, Médlish,” Breanne snapped. “Peaches! Can't you get that thing Started?’

What remained of the detail was ever so dowly pulling in tighter and tighter around where Ardo stood.
The purplishwall of Zerg, their faceslocked in ahideous metalic grin, clawed & the air, anxiousin
anticipation of their prey. Ardo thought suddenly of the cat his mother had barely tolerated to wander
about the farm. One afternoon, Ardo had watched in fascinated horror as that otherwise swest cresture
had cornered amouse in the barnyard and played with the trapped prey asthough it were atoy.
Eventudly,that cat had clamped hisjaws down on the hapless critter’ s skull and ended the chaseina
bloody, dirty medl. Y et before that happened, Ardo seemed to recall asimilar smile on the face of that
cat.

And now herehewas. . . the mouse.

The Vultures suddenly whined back to life. Ardo could see the swest breaking out on Peaches as he
nervoudy primed the forward ordnance.

Breanne s voice rose dightly in pitch. Perhaps she was looking at the same teeth as Ardo was
consdering. “I don't have dl day, Priv—"

“I’'vegot it, Lieutenant!” Peaches chattered back. “We re good to go!”

“Very well.” Breanneturned dowly, her voicerisng over the whine of the Vulture cycles. “ Everyone



locked and |oaded? Peaches and Windom: make me a hole! now!”

The Vultures screamed and lurched forward as their riders opened their accelerators clear to the stops.
Bolts thundered from their forward projectors and exploded against the Zerg line even asthey
approached it.

The Zerg screamed, too, their own terrible voicesrising in indignation that their prize would have the
effrontery to chalenge them.

“Now, Marines!” Breanne screamed.

The encroaching outer circle of Zerg suddenly lurched inward, collapsing toward their prey. Their claws
whipped through the air, intent on shredding armor, draining blood, and stripping flesh from bones.

Y et the Marines were no longer there. As one they rushed toward the line of explosions before them, the
billowing orange conflagration growing by the second. Their wegponstrained forward in unison, asolid
column of flame and death burning and blasting through the deep column of the enraged Zerg.

“Don’t look back! Run, you bastards! Run!”

Ardo ran next to Littlefield, the metal case banging between them. Hisfree hand held his gaussrifle,
swinging wildly asit spewed destruction indiscriminately in his path. Therewas no effort to firefor
effect—all he could do as he ran was random damage and add to the carnage aready taking place.

They were nearly at thewal of firethey had crested. Severed Zerg limbs and burning viscous fluid
cascaded around them.

“ Keep Firing! Keep running!”

Ardo caught aglimpse of Cutter off to hisleft. The huge Firebat thundered forward, the femde civilian
draped over his shoulder. She bounced with each step like arag doll. With hisfree hand, Cutter poured
plasmainto the Zergline.

The flameswrapped around Ardo as he crossed the line. The footing had dready gotten difficult, the
ground dick with charred and ruptured Zerg organs. The metal box banged againgt hisleg, letting him
know thet Littlefidld was till there, running and pulling him forward.

An unearthly scream tore across the com channel. It continued, an ear-piercing squedl of terror.

“Esson! Jeez, Lieutenant! They’redl over him! We gotta—"

“Keep running, Calling! That’san order!”

“But Lieutenant, can’'t youhear him?’

“Run, damn you! Don't ook back!”

Theinterna temperature of Ardo’s battle armor was growing by the moment. He could fed his hands
and feet sarting to blister. Suddenly he ran directly into astanding Zergling. Ardo screamed but did not

stop, knocking the creature down in his rush before both vanished from each other’ ssight amid the
conflagration.



He was shocked when, in the next ingtant, the flame was gone from his smoking faceplate.

Before him lay the long expanse of the southern Basin. Mally’ s Nipple. The Stonewd | Peaks. All he had
to do wasreach therim. All hehadtodowas. . .

The chatter of automatic fire rattled across the com channel.
“They're coming! They'renippin’ a my assl Ohgodsof . . .”

A scream drove like aneedleinto Ardo’ s ear. Before it died, two more joined it, each unique in its death
sound.

“Keep running, you dogs!” Breanne bresthed through the com channel. Her own voice had an edgeto it
Ardo had never heard before. Was she winded or just afraid?“ Keep running and don’t look back!”

Ingtinctively, Ardo looked.

The Zerg were closer than he thought and morenumerous than he imagined. To ether sde of them
stretched a carpet of the aliens pouring across the landscape, streaming toward him.

Ardo ssumbled at the sight. Littlefield, maintaining a death grip on the case dung between them, shot
ahead. Only his companion’s pull on the box kept Ardo on his feet and moving forward.

“Dothat again, kid,” Littlefield huffed between breaths, “and I’ll leave you behind.”

They were covering open ground now, their battle armor once more carrying them with incredible speed
toward the steep incline of the Basin wall. Ardo briefly remembered how much fun he had had crossing
this same ground and coming down that incline just afew hours ago. Or wasit months ago? In the open,
they were widening the distance between themselves and the Zerg behind them. Now he was faced with
having to run up that sheer face. Ardo redlized with agtart that the vertical face would dow down his
battle armor considerably, but it would not hinder the enraged Zerg pursuing him.

“Sarge,” Ardo huffed. “My weapon’sdry. | need to reload.”
“Dropit, soldier,” Littlefield chuckled with adry throat.
“Sr?

“Drop your wegpon.” Littlefield was astrong warrior, but even histraining was being taxed by the
full-out run. Hiswords were gasping over hisbreath. “ It doesn’t matter anymore, son.”

“But, Sr!”

“Doyou. . .doyouknow what's. . . what'son top of that cliff right there? There’ sabunk and ahot
medl waiting . . . for me. . . for you. It'sgtting . . . Stting just ingde the most beautiful Confederacy per .
.. perimeter wall you' ve ever seen. Auto . . . auto-defense cannon turrets. Bunkers. Prettiest bunkers. . .
you'veever seenfull . . . full of fresh soldierswho redlly want to . . . play shooting gdlery at awall of

angry Zergs”

Ardo looked at the top of the cliff face again. He could amost see the walls of their base at Scenic. It



seemed to be amillion steps from where he so desperately continued to run.

“Drop your gun, son,” Littlefield croaked. “If we don't clear the rim of thisbasin . . . no amount of
ammo . . . in that fine weapon of yours. . . will saveyour ass. .. or mine.”

Ardo glanced at Littlefield. The old warrior smiled at him through his panting bresth. Ardo noticed for
thefirs timethat Littlefield had aready dropped his wegpon and ammunition packs.

Ardo tossed his gun aside, put his head down and ran.

Thefloor of the basin began to risein front of them. The reatively smooth floor was giving way to the
more uneven terrain leading up to the base of therimwall. Ardo frantically scrambled acrossthe ever
steeper ground, hisfeet propelling loose rock behind him from time to time. The climb was getting worse

with each step. The stone face of the cliff rose above them. The battle armor was powered for many
things, but flight was not one of them.

He stumbled onto the access road. It crossed back and forth along the cliff face, a series of switchbacks
leading up to Scenic. It wasthe only way up the dliff.

Ardo risked another glance back. The Marines had put a hundred yards between them and the following
Zexg. It would not be enough. The Marines would have to navigate the switchbacks, but Ardo could
aready seethat the Zerg were under no such restraint. The buglike creatures scrambled and |eaped over
the intervening rocks with barely any check. They would come straight up the cliff face.

Someone e se noticed it, too.
“Marines! Prepareto hold and fire!”
Lieutenant Breanne. She was going to stop and make her stand.

“Menikov. Littlefield. Get that case back to base! Cutter! Follow them with that civilian! That’ sthe
mission. Therest of ushold here aslong aswe can. Maybe it will be enough.”

“Holy shit!”
“Shut up, Colling! That line of rocks at the edge of the roadway! Everybody take a position and prepare
to fire” Breanne svoicewas like stedl. She had made up her mind, and nothing and no one could change

it now.

The squad, breathless and aching, dashed to the group of protruding boulderslining the side of theroad
like broken teeth. The Zerg swarm swept toward them.

“Littlefidd! Get out of herenow or I'll—"

A bright tone sounded suddenly in Ardo’ s helmet. By the sudden reaction from the remaining platoon
members, they dl heard it, too.

Ardo, looking at Breanne sface at the time, saw her eyes go wide. She looked up. Ardo followed her
gaze and caught aglimpse of abrilliant arching contrail etching itself acrossthe bright sky.

“Turtle down, Marinesl Now!” the Lieutenant barked.



Ardo, out of trained reflex more than thought, tossed himsdf to the ground behind the nearest boulder.
He closed hiseyes, but to little effect.

Theworld suddenly went painfully white.

He could fed the concussion through the ground a moment afterward. He had experienced this many
times before, but there was still something about being under such primal, unquestioning power that
shook him to his soul. It was coming, the great beast, and the shaking ground only heralded its approach.

The shock wave from the tactical nuclear blast had compressed the air in front of it into awall of force.
Distance had dissipated its effect, but it was nevertheless deadly. It passed over Ardo and his battlesuiit,
shaking him through the armor until he thought his teeth would be did odged.

It would only be amoment, he knew. Either way, it would only be amoment.
Then the moment passed . . . and he was il there.
Ardo staggered to hisfest.

The outpost that had been Oasis was hidden benegath the roiling red cloud—yprobablywasthe roiling red
cloud, Ardo redlized. Theline of Zerg had not had any warning. Most were dead from the shock wave.
Those few who remained seemed either confused or blind from the flash.

This certainly was no time to question which.

“Moveit, Marines!” Breanne whooped. “Let’ s get home before these Zerg pigs figure out what
happened!”

Ardo grabbed the handle on the battered meta case and turned, grinning, toward Sergeant Littlefield.
“That was one amazing rescue, eh, Sarge?’

“Isthat what that was?’ To Ardo’s astonishment, Littlefied’ sface was grim. “ Let’ s get thisbox home. |
need a shower and my bunk.”

CHAPTER 11
HOMECOMING

THEY DRAGGED THEMSELVES OVER THE CREST OF the Basinwall. It was aSte Ardo had
wondered if he would see again. Thewalls of Scenic Outpost, dark in thefailing light, thrust up out of the
sandstone. Beyond itswalls lay bunks, showers, medls, and, most of al, some measure of security. The
Command Center towered over it al, beckoning Ardo like asiren. Its flashing beacons were so beautiful
that it dmost moved the Marineto tears.

Breanne straightened them all up on theridge. It would not do to have them stragglein like abunch of
whipped dogs, she said. She formed them up, admonished them in no uncertain terms to keep themsalves
tall and proud or she would personally insert something unnatura into their anatomy that would force
them to stand up straight. Then, with snap and precision, she marched them toward the garrison’s
deployment gate. Their fear of her overwhelmed their tiredness. What remained of the detail approached



thecompound like some sort of dust-caked military parade. If Breanne had had aflag, Ardo was certain
shewould have been waving it by now.

Ardo afforded himsdf asingle backward glance. The great atomic cloud was disspating over the Basin,
itsangry glow spreading eastward over the red mountains beyond. It had been an airburst: a detonation
at adesignated atitude that dammed down like afist on anything benesth. The result was heavier
physica damage but aso amuch lower radioactive falout rate than from a ground detonation. Still, Ardo
wondered if anyone had mentioned these facts to any settlerswho might be remaining downwind of the
deadly cloud' sfalout. Most likely not, he decided. The Zerg are probably al that remain east of here

anyway.

Their formation was much smaler than it had been earlier in the day. Ardo counted heads as they
marched. The platoon of Marines was down by about haf. Ekart, the second Firebat from hisown
squad, was missing and presumably either shredded or smashed flat on the floor of the Basin somewhere
around Oadis. The same fate apparently had been visited upon Collins and Esson.

At least he hoped they were dead. It was entirely possible, he realized, that for some of them the nuke
had blown the Zergs off them and welded the sedsin the battle armor, but not completely crushed them
in the blast wave. Sedled inside your own battle armor, unable to move on an abandoned, radioactive
plain. .. Theaching in his head was returning. Probably best not to think about it.

So it was another glorious day for the Confederacy Marines. Half their number had been left behind, but
Ardo knew the mission would be chalked up as victorious. No, he redlized, it was more than haf. The
Vulture cycles had not waited for them to return, but he recalled they had lost al but two before they had
fled Oasis, and he did not actually know if either of them had survived to reach the garrison.

Glorious. All for alittle metal box banging incessantly againgt histhigh and asingle civilian draped over
Cuitter like abroken doll.

Breanne and the remains of her squad marched up to the east gate with al the dignity they could muster.
A vibrant rust-colored sunset silhouetted the dark metallic walls of the garrison compound. There was
something unnatura asthey gpproached, something Ardo could not put anameto in hismind. Asthey
approached the main lock, however, Breanne must have sensed something, too. She suddenly held up
her left fist. The Marines dl stopped at once, wary.

Breanne stood there for amoment. Ardo could not tell if the lieutenant was concerned or Smply
undecided.

“Breanneto Scenic Ops,” she called over the com channdl.

Silence. That wasit, Ardo redized. He had not heard anything over the com channdl but their own
chatter asthey approached thewall.

“Breanne to Scenic Ops. Respond, please.”

Thewind was picking up in the evening, the sound of the blowing sand hissing around their hdmets.
Ardo looked at the low bunkers set on either side of the lock. The dark dits had been comforting afew
moments before. He had imagined each filled with sentry troops prepared to defend them against any
assault. Now they seemed ominously empty and dark. He tried to seeif there was any movement beyond
the black dlits, but it wasimpossibleto tell.



The Marines glanced uneasily at each other.
The com channd crackled dightly.

Breanne signaed the platoon to ready weapons. It was not until that moment that Ardo realized he was
without hisgaussrifle. Hefelt suddenly quite vulnerable. He glanced accusingly & Littlefied, il holding
the other handle on the meta box between them. Littlefield took no notice, his eyes shifting over the
darkening walls of the garrison.

“Why don’'t they answer?’
“Could be acom problem.”
“Couldbe?What if itain't?’

Breanne stepped up to the keypad entry panel next to the massive, sedled gate. It took her several
attempts before she managed a proper sequence the gate would accept.

Ardo fet it more than heard it. The massive gate through the garrison main lock groaned dowly upward.
Breanne raised her wegpon but held her ground. The othersin the platoon followed her lead.

“Mélish, Berndli, on point! Move!”

Thetwo Marines hesitated only a moment, then moved quickly forward, gauss assault rifles held high.
Each took up a position on either side of the darkened lock, peering in over their gun sights.

“Clear, Lieutenant!” Méellish called with adecided lack of conviction.

Theinner door of thelock began to grind open aswell. Its mass rose dowly, revealing the center of the
garrison compound beyond bathed in the degpening rust of the sunset.

“Lieutenant?’ Bernelli asked with anervous edgeto hisvoice.

“Hold your ground, Private!” Breanne stepped forward, her eyestrying to see beyond the narrow lock
opening. “ Cover us. Xiang, you' rewith me.”

Breanne stepped into the lock, followed by the private. Both were swallowed at once by the dark
corridor, their outlines etched against the degpening red of the compound clearing beyond. Just as
quickly both figures stepped back into the light as they |eft the confines of the lock.

“Everyone, move up,” Breanne caled. “Quickly, people!”

Ardo glanced once more t Littlefield. The old veteran nodded, and they quickly moved forward with
the rest of the platoon.

The clearing beyond the lock was not much more than araly point set amid the too closely spaced
buildings of the garrison. The Confederacy liked tokeep their military basestight and efficient: the smaler
the area, the easier it isto apply resources and the lessterrain you have to guard. At least, that wasthe
doctrine engrained in al their commanders. The result was often a crowded hodgepodge of structures
built far enough apart so that ground vehicles could maneuver between them. When fully staffed, this
made any Confederacy garrison like an anthill, its narrow passages teeming with Marines, support



personnel, and command staff dl in ahurry to get somewhere.

Stepping hesitantly out of the lock space, Ardo noted once more that Scenic Garrison had been
deployed like every other base he had ever served in, with one very notable exception.

No one was home.

The lock entered the clearing through the east side perimeter wall. The clearing itself had served asthe
landing areafor the Dropships. Severd buildings crowded in on the margina open space. A ragged line
of supply depots had been congtructed in atightly fitted puzzle on both the north and south sides of the
clearing. A matching pair of missileturrets rose above them on either sde. Their deployment heads il
rotated astheir homing systems searched automatically. To the west of the clearing, directly acrossfrom
thelock, stood the three barracks units they had so casudly |eft that same morning. A wide passagejust
to the south led back to the massive Command Center, the top of which could be seen toweringabove
the barracks. The upper parts of the factory center and machine shop could just be made out farther
beyond. A pair of SCVs stood next to a stack of supply containers on the north side of the clearing.
Everything was exactly where it should have been.

“Mélish, cyclethelock.” Thelieutenant’ s voice was cam and quiet. Ardo used to talk the sameway to
the horses on hisfather’ sfarm to calm them down when they were skittish. “Let’ s get that door closed.
No sense being surprised from behind.”

“Yeah,” someone muttered over the com channd. “Especialy since we got plenty to surpriseusin
front.”

“That’ senough, Berndli.” Breanne svoice remained ice cam. “Y ou get that door closed yet, Mélish?’
“Yes, gr. Lock’s secure.”
“It'slikethey al just got up and left,” Xiang muttered.

“Yeah,” Littlefield agreed, “but look: | can see them leaving the supply huts and turrets—those are dl
built here—but the barracks are mobile. Hell, even the Command Center fliesitself on those repulsor
pads. They'redl mobile units, and ill in good repair by thelooks of *em. If they were evacuating, why
not take the hardware, too?’

“All good questions, but what we need are answers.” Breanne had made her decision. “Let’s sweep the
area. There may be peopletrapped or hurt or otherwise unable to communicate. Something’ shappened
here, and whoever you run into is probably going to be alittle nervous.”

“Y ou gotthatright!”

“Just teke it easy and relax your trigger alittle, got that? | don’t want anybody blowing holes through our
own just because we don't know what’ s going on. Littlefield and Menikov, stay with me. Cutter, how’s

thet Givwy doing?’

“She sdtarting to come around, Lieutenant.” Cutter held the woman cradled in both arms now. Against
the massve idander, the woman looked tiny and frail, but Ardo could see shewas stirring. “Y ou want me
to put her down?’

“No, ther€ san aid station in the Command Center.” Breanne was frustrated. There was not much |eft



for her to command. “Let’ s do thistogether. We Il start with the north barracks and then—"
“Lieutenant, I’ ve got movement!”

“Where, Berndi?’

“Looks like about fifty meters at about two-seven-eight degrees.”

“That’ sthe Command Center! Track it, Berndli. Stay sharp, people!”

Berndli’ svoice wasrisng ever so dightly in pitch as he spoke. “ Tracking . . . moving south.”
“We rein the open here, Lieutenant,” Littlefield breathed.

Breanne understood at once. “ Deploy forward! Take positions under the northern barracks. Use the
landing strutsfor cover. Move!”

The platoon dashed quickly acrossthe clearing. Ardo ran awkwardly next to Littlefield, the two of them
gtill struggling with the metal box between them. Ardo fleetingly thought about the supply hutsjust afew
meters away from him. Within one of them would be abrand-new rifle for him and a fresh supply of
ammo. Instead, here he crouched, cowering in thelanding well of amobile barracks with nothing to
defend himsdlf except harsh language, spit, and this stupid metal box which, asfar as he was concerned,
could have stayed in Oasis and become part of the great radiant cloud drifting off to the east.

“Berndli?’ Breanne spoke quietly, despite the fact that the battle armor kept her words restricted to the
com channdl.

“Still tracking, Lieutenant. Moving fast. Fifteen meters on the two hundred radid. Maintaining an eastern
line”

“It'scoming down theroad,” Littlefield rumbled.

“Fifteen meters till. Should be ableto seeit .. . .~

Ardo crouched lower behind the strut.

A singlefigure, bathed in the dying light of the day, staggered out into the clearing.

“Oh,shit!” Breanne spat. She stood up, snapping back the faceplate of her battle armor and yelling
across the clearing. “Marcus, what in the name of hell are you doing?”

Thefigure turned. Hisfatigues were no longer crigp or clean. He had lost his snappy hat, reveding a
head of straw hair that seemed to stick out in directions of its own free will. Nevertheless, Ardo
recognized him as the technician who had joined them on the flight out to Scenic just yesterday.

“Ma am, oh!” Sergeant Marcus Jans snapped to aridgid sa ute. “Welcome home, ma am!”

Lieutenant Breanne returned the salute casudlly, then asked, * Permission to enter the garrison?’

“Uh, maiam?’



“| assumeyou arein charge of this post, Sergeant, or someone else would have greeted us by now.”
“Oh.” Jans seemed confused. “Yes, maam, | guess| am.. . . except for you . . . now, | mean.”
Ardo was suddenly reminded of his cat and the mouse once more.

“Then I’'m reporting my platoon as having returned from a glorious mission on behdf of the
Confederacy.” Breanne' svoice wastired and her temper was starting to giveit an edge.

Jans|ooked past Breanne to where Ardo and his companions had taken cover. “Y ou mean, the Marines
hiding under the barracks?’

“So much for our glorious return,” Cutter rumbled.

“Yes.” Breanne spoke the words through her teeth. “ The Marines hiding under the barracks are asking
permission to enter your garrison, Sergeant, and then | want to know where thehdll thegarrison has
gone!”

Jans blinked as Breann€e' sfinal words seemed to rock him back on his hedls.

“But. .. but, Lieutenant . . . | thoughtyoucould tellme!”

CHAPTER 12
GHOST TOWN

“WHAT THEHELLARE YOU TALKING ABOUT, TINKER?' Breanne wasin no mood to guess.
Thewrath in her voice might just melt the technica sergeant right down into his scuffed boots.

“Wel, ma am, they just al pulled out,” Marcus ssammered. The dirt on the sergeant’ s face was marred
by the streaks of sweat starting to run down from his hairline. “I thought, you being in the command loop
and dl, you' d know about it, that' s all.”

Littlefield stepped toward Breanne and the tech sergeant, dragging Ardo closer by virtue of the metal
box gtill hanging between them. He spoke in alow voice, confidentidly, but Ardo wastoo closeto avoid
hearing. “ Lieutenant, it's getting dark, and we ve got no place elseto hide”

Breanne' s gaze had been locked with building fury on Jans but Littlefield’ swords somehow penetrated
her rage. Her head snapped up, and she seemed to beseeing the fading sky for the first time above the
dimwalsof the garrison.

“We probably don't have alot of time,” Littlefield whispered toward the ground, but the words were
meant for the lieutenant.

“The post has been abandoned,” Breanne announced suddenly. “ Some sort of SNAFU ismy guess. I'll
get it sraightened out. Meanwhile, Cutter .. ."

“Yes, maam.”

“There' san aid station in the Command Center. Take that woman there, strap her to abunk, and then



report back to me. Littlefield, take Menikov and go with Cutter. Have Melnikov keep an eye on that
treasure chest of yours and the woman—if he can handleit.”

“He |l dofine, Lieutenant. I'll seetoit.”

“Wall, would you dso ‘seeto it’ that he getsanew rifle, and pick one up for yourself whileyou'reat it.”
Breanne' slips very nearly smiled. “ Then get back here to me. We ve got to set up aperimeter.”

Cutter grunted once and shifted the position of the moaning woman till in hisarms. Therewas
disgppointment in his voice as he spoke. “Not much fun tonight, Lieutenant. We just nuked the Zerg into
bloody little bits. All that’ sleft now isto call for the busto take usout. War’ sdl finished here” The big
man shook hishead sadly. “No, ma am, not much fun tonight at al.”

Littlefield glanced at Breanne, but if he waslooking for any reaction, he did not get the satisfaction.

“Y ou have your orders.” The lieutenant spoke with an even chill. Then she turned back to the tech
sergeant. “Asfor you, Sergeant Jans, you stay with me. | have alot of questionsfor you, and | don't
want you getting lost before | can ask them.”

Night wasfaling quickly asthey made their way to the infirmary. The wind had picked up considerably
from the wes, its sounds moaning and wailing among the buildings of the Confederacy garrison
compound. Ardo shuddered at the sound. The deserted buildings seemed to stare back a him as he
moved between them. The place was atogether too still for the massive amount of equipment remaining
here.Everywhere he looked he was greeted by visions of thingsthat were entirely in place and yet
somehow wrong. The ground benegath his feet was packed hard under the treads and repul sors of various
vehiclesthat had trod over it. The bright lights till burned in each of the modules asthey passed. One
supply depot access door was open, itsinterior work lights spilling into the street. An SCV loader stood
within, its vaguely humanoid meta-and-plastic shape poised to pick up ashipping module. Its operator,
however, waslong gone, like aspirit who had abandoned its physical body in death. Everywhere he
looked, there were the bootprints of Marines and technicians who should have been walking over that
same ground still, but were somehow missing. Now they only existed here as ghosts. Ardo was not sure
whether he would bemore surprised by actualy seeing someone else or by the constant strain of not
seeing anyoneat dl.

The main access roadway wound around the back of the southern barracks module, curving acrossthe
flattened ground toward the hulking Command Center. The building was massve, aswide asit wastal,
the suggestion of aflattened metalic spheroid inits generd shape. It had obvioudy been built for function
rather than aesthetics. Some Confederacy technicd draftsman back at R& D Division probably had an
impassioned affair with this design a one point, but he was aonein his appreciation. The Command
Center was dl business. Massive repul sor landing claws supported the main bulk of the Structure, their
thick struts disappearing into wide housing cowls. Externd ablative plates reinforced the armored hull.
Abovethat, a alevel three stories higher than the ground, avariety of observation towers, antennae,
sensor domes and other technical gadgetry were arranged in what appeared to the casual observer to be
utter chaos. Aboveit dl sat the Operations Center, an armored block with windows on all sides that
lorded over the entire complex. The lights were shining brightly from those windows, but there was no
movement behind them asfar as Ardo could see.

The main access ramp to the Command Center had been lowered, the hydraulic arms fully extended to
ether sde. The main command bay waswdll lit, but Ardo could not help but fed that they weredl
walking into the mouth of some greet, dark besst.



The brightness of the bay hel ped, however, once they wereinsgdeits glow. The fewer shadowsthe
better. The main bay towered over them through two decks. To hisleft and right, Ardo knew that the
Command Center held the minerd and gas processors, which were the heart that sustained any mobile
command base. Their bulk took up most of the Command Center’ sinterna space.

Overhead, squeezed into a space between the massive processors, was the SCV maintenance bay.
“Maintenance’ was something of amisnomer: the fabricators on that level could create an SCV from
scratch just using the mineral processor output alone. Severa T-280 Space Congtruction Vehicles hung
suspended from their construction racks overhead. They swayed dightly. Ardo had to remind himsdlf that
it was probably the ventilation system moving the suits.

He noticed his annoying headache had returned. Littlefield continued forward toward the lift at the end of
the bay. Ardo kept up with him as he held the metal case. They both turned as they stepped onto the lift
platform. Cuitter, till cradling the woman in hisarms, joined them, and then Littlefield activated the lift.

Asthey rose, Ardo tried to get a better ook at the woman. The massive tangle of her long, filthy hair
was hisfirst and strongest impression. Her face was turned away from him, toward Cutter’ s chest. She
wore the ubiquitous jumpsuit of acolonist worker, probably aworker in the engineering or waterfarm
projects out in Oasis. The sole of one of her boots was partialy torn away from the top leather. It struck
him as an odd thing, considering everything e se that must have happened to her companions down in that
outpost town.

At least, now that the town was drifting in aglowing cloud to the east, they would not need to go in and
clean up the dead.

Clean up the dead?

The phrase caught in hismind, but he could not attach any significanceto it. Besides, his head hurt too
much to think about it much more. Better to just get on with the current task and forget about it.

Thelift quickly rose into the overhead shaft, then stopped at Leve 3. Cuiter turned with the woman and
carried her down the narrow hall. It was a difficult feat, especialy in the huge Firebat armor, but Cutter
managed it without much trouble. He seemed to wear the armor like a second skin.

“Let’sgo,” Littlefield urged with anudge againgt the box that carried into Ardo’ sthigh. Ardo shook
himsdlf from his own thoughts and began moving down the corridor.

Theinfirmary waswell encased by the rest of the Command Center. It was Situated nearly in the exact
middle of the structure. There were no regen tanks here or really much of anything that citizens of the
Confederacy might consider standard equipment for amedica facility. Theinfirmary was more of a
first-ald station, astopping place on the journey of an injuredMarine to keep him just aive enough o that
he could reach better care and facilities.

There were severa bunks mounted against onewall. Most of these were nestly and crisply made upin
the traditiona Marine style. One, however, wasin disarray, its sheets dropping casually toward the floor.

Cuitter entered the room, his bulk seeming to take up most of it. He found amiddle bunk that seemed to
auit hisrequirements and lay the groaning woman down. The big man findly was ableto flip open his
helmet faceplate just as Ardo and Littlefield entered the room. Ardo could see the sweat streaming down
theidander’ s brown face.



“That wasn't good,” he huffed. He quickly released the locking rings on his gloves and pulled his hands
free. In moments he was sirapping the bed restraints around the listless woman' s hands, chest, and fest.
“Need more exercise. Gottawork out more.”

Ardo smiled and shook his head. Cutter had just run several kilometers with that woman either on his
back or in hisarms. Even with the help of the suit, that was a remarkable performance. Ardo smiled to
think that Cutter would consider it asign of weakness.

Littlefield motioned Ardo over to theright. Againgt the opposite wall from the bunks, a desk stood away
fromthewadl with achar onitsfar sde.

Littlefield stopped. “Will you look at that!”
Ardo and Littlefield both stopped.

The desk was clean and uncluttered except for apartialy downed cup of coffee and ahalf-eaten
sandwich.

Cutter gazed at it aswell for amoment, then he reached forward with his massive right hand and picked
up the cup.

“Still warm,” he said, then downed the coffeein asingle gulp.

Ardo and Littlefidld stared at him, amazed.

“Needed sugar,” Cuitter reflected as he gathered up the remains of the sandwich and began stuffing it
into hismouth. The rest of hiswordswere barely discernible through the bread. “1I’m heading out. Y ou

two need anything, just shout. I’ m suresomeonewill come”

Cuitter grabbed his battle gloves and stepped out of the room, the infirmary door diding closed behind
him.

Littlefield returned Ardo’ s astonished look, then both men broke into a hearty laugh.
“Unbdievable,” Ardo gasped between laughs.

“No, not redlly,” Littlefield responded with good nature. “He sredlly not that bad once you get to know
him”
Ardo sat down in the desk chair, not an easy thing to do in his battle suit. “Y ou know him?’

“Sure,” Littlefield said as he sat on the edge of the desk. “He served under mefor awhile. Our styles
didn’'t mesh very well. | guessmy style didn’t mesh very well with alot of people.”

Ardo could not think of anything to say in the sllence that followed.

“Wdl,” Littlefield went on, looking away, “it’' saniceinfirmary but youareon duty. Guard duty now that |
think of it. Here' sthe box—whatever the hdll it’ s supposed to be—and | don’t think that woman will
giveyou any trouble. Still, keep on the com channel, and whatever you do, stay awake! I'll gofind usa
couple of nice new rifles and fresh ammo. Breanne wants to set the watches, then we' |l see about some



chow. I'll be back before you know it.”

“Sure, Sarge,” Ardo nodded. He had not redlized how tired he was until he sat down. 1 hear you.”
Littlefield smiled. “Head till bothering you?’

Ardo nodded dightly. “A little.”

“I guesstheresoc istaking after all. And hey, you're aveteran now! Y ou’ ve made your first kill and
survived to tell about it.”

The Zergling twitched before him. The beast’s dull, black eye stared back at him.

“ And God said, Let the waters bring forth abundantly the moving creature that hath life. . .”

Ardo could not breathe.
Ardo frowned suddenly and looked away. “Yes, Sir.”
Littlefield frowned dightly. “Y ou're going to bedl right, kid. | won't belong.”

The sergeant stood up and walked purposefully toward the door. The door obliged him, dipping out of
hisway and then closing once he had passed.

Ardo took a deep breath.

There was nothing for him to do but wait. He couldimagine nothing worse than to be left with hisown
thoughts.

“1'll never leave you behind,” he said to her. The wheat rustled about the blanket where they lay.
Hewas falling into her luminescent blue eyes.

Golden. ..

Ardo stood up. There had to be something he could do. His head was throbbing once again.

The woman on the bunk was apparently not faring much better. She was starting to struggle dazedly
againg the restraints, her moansincreasing.

Ardo quickly started searching through the wall cabinets of the infirmary. He wet down atowd inthe
wall basin and moved over toward the woman.

“Easy, lady,” Ardo spoke in soothing tones. “Nobody is going to hurt you.”

The woman's head flailed from side to side beneath her nimbus of matted, tangled hair. Her struggles
were getting more pronounced by the moment.

“Hey ... look, lady, you've got to relax! We're hereto help you.” It was not working. Ardo grabbed
the woman by the shoulders and shook her. “ Stop it! Listen to me!”



The woman suddenly stopped struggling.

“You'resafe now,” Ardo sighed as he released her shoulders. He took up the wetted towel again and
moved to brush aside the hair covering the woman’ sface. “Y ou'rein the Confederacy Garrison at
Scenic. Nooneisgoingto..."

Hisvoicetrailed off.

Golden.

He blinked, then shook.

The woman stared at him from the bunk.

The nimbus of her long shining hair played softly in the warm, gentle breeze drifting over the
wheat field.

Tearswelled up unbidden in Ardo’seyes. “Mdani? Mdani! It'syou! My God, it'samiracle! A
mirade”

Overwhelmed, Ardo clasped the woman' s head lovingly in his hands.
Hedrew hislipscloseto hers.
The woman screamed.

CHAPTER 13
MERDITH

ARDO JUMPED BACKWARD ASTHOUGH HIT BY AN dectric shock. His head was pounding.
“Méelani! Please, stop! It'sme!”

The woman screamed again, her eyeswide with fright.

Ardo held his hands up, trying to will her to calm down. His eyes stung, filling with tears. His head
throbbed, almost blinding him aswell. “Please! | won't hurt you. You'reconfused . . . and .. . . and hurt.
Itsbeensolong, | ...”

“ Get away from me, you bastard!” The woman’ steeth chattered as she struggled to control her fear.
“Wherethehdl am 1?7’

“You'reintheinfirmary a ... uh...a...” Ardowinced againg the pain exploding in his skull. Hewas
finding it hard to think. “ At the Scenic Garrison . . . on Mar Sara. It' sa Confederacy outpost base.. . .”

She struggled againgt the restraining straps once more, rattling the framework of the wall-mountedcot.
Cutter had done hisjob well. In afew moments, exhausted, she lay back panting.

“Please, Melani.” Ardo blinked back tears. He struggled with the lock rings on his gloves, desperate to
remove them, as he spoke. “If only you knew how much I’ ve dreamed of this. . . how much | longed for



you. I’ ve seen your face athousand timesin thecrowd . . .”

Sheturned her face toward him, still blinking, struggling to remain conscious. “ Thisis a Confederacy
base?”’

“Yes!” Anguishin hisface, Ardo stepped toward her. “Oh, Mdani, if you only knew how sorry | am . .

Thewoman yelled a himwith al her srength.” Take one more step you sonofabitch and I’ [I kill
you!”

Ardo stopped, frozen, unable to move forward or retreat. The thundering pain in his head overwhemed
him. He gave asingle, choked cry and collgpsed to the floor, sobbing uncontrollably. Memories washed
and flooded across his mind. Golden fields. Golden hair. Screams and crimson blood.

It was some time before he heard her voice, quietly talking to him.

“Hey, soldier-boy, it'sdl right. Relax, it' sgonnabefine”

Ardo looked up through the blur of histears.

“Judt tekeit easy, okay? We ll talk . . . just talk . . . al right? 1’| help you makeit better. Deal ?’

Ardo nodded dowly. He was spent, Stting ignominioudyin his battlesuit on the floor of theinfirmary, his
back propped against the desk.

“That' sfine.” Thewoman’ s voice was calm and ddiberate, asthough she were talking a suicide avay
from the edge of adliff. “You just St there and we'll talk for aminute and get dl this sorted out, okay?’

Ardo nodded vaguely again.

“My nameisMerdith. What' s yours?’

Ardo sucked in aragged breath.

“Look a me.”

Ardo did not know if he had the strength. “Oh, Mdani . . .”
“Look a me,” Merdith said alittle more forcefully.

Ardo raised hiseyes.

“Look at meclosdly.” Merdith lay till, concentrating her dark eyeson Ardo’ sface. “Look a my hair . .
.look at it. Isthat, uh, Melani’shair?’

Ardo struggled to concentrate.
“Look atit...seeit. Isthat Mdani’shair?’

The hair was different. It was obvioudy much darker, even without the dirt. Melani’ s hair was so



beautifully fineand. . .
“My eyes,” Merdith ordered once more. “ Are these Mdani’ s eyes?’

Ardo shifted and gazed into the woman’ s dark, amost black eyes. They werelike deep poolsina
cavern. Mdani’sown eyeswere such abrilliant blue. . .

Ardo looked away. “No. . . those are not Melani’ seyes.”
“Hdlo. My nameis Merdith,” the woman tried quietly once more. “What' syours?’

“Ardo...ArdoMédn.. . Private Ardo Mdnikov, ma am.” Ardo still could not look at the woman on
thebunk. “I’'m . . . so very sorry, ma am. | don’t know what happened to me. Please . . . accept my

gpologies”

“It'sdl right, soldier, no harm done.” Merdith looked up at the celling, considering before she spoke.
“You'rearesoc, aren't you?’

“Maam?’ Thethrobbingin Ardo’ s head had left for amoment but was making a definite comeback.
“A resoc—neurd resocidization—training through memory overlay, right?’

“Yes... | guessthat makesmea‘re-sock’ or whatever you call it.” Ardo was suddenly very tired
again. “Look, ma'am, | said | was sorry for what | did and | meant it. Now . . . well, maybeit’ sjust

better we didn’t talk anymore.”

He gathered up his battle gloves and pushed himsalf up from the floor. He till could not bring himsdf to
look at her again. He moved back around to the other side of the desk, trying hard to be aone.

But hewas never done, especialy now. The ghostsin hismind continued to torment him. The thought of
sitting down and waiting for Littlefield to come back was torment. He needed something elseto think
about, something e se to occupy hismind than the black idle thoughts that were ways a moment away
from overwheming him.

Themeta case sat before him.

The treasure that had nearly gotten him killed—had killed others aready.

There was a puzzle to occupy his mind. The case had two handles on either side. What appeared to be
the top was held down by six separate latching mechanisms. They were not |locked—which seemed to
Ardo to be reasonable enough invitation to open them.

He reached forward and snapped open thefirst latch.

“I, uh, I wouldn't do that if | wereyou.”

Ardo looked up. Merdith was still strapped to the bunk. She was speaking to Ardo, but her eyes were
on the box.

“Why not?’ Ardo asked in aflat tone.



“Wadll . .. you might not want to know what’ sinsde.”

Ardo snorted, then snapped open a second latch.

Merdith sarted visbly.

“I’'m serious, soldier-boy.”

“I’'msureyou are,” Ardo sighed, idly snapping open thethird latch.

Merdith’svoicerose dightly in pitch and urgency. “ There s an ancient earth legend about thiswoman
named Pandora. Y ou ever hear about that, soldier-boy?’

“Yes,” Ardo answered irritably. He was having trouble with the fourth latch. It seemed to be stuck.
“We renot al bumpkinsin the colonies, you know. | studied mythology in school.”

Ardo grunted, and the fourth latch swung open.
“Isthat where you met her?” Merdith asked quickly. “Isthat where you met Melani?’
Ardo stopped. “What thehell are you taking about, lady?’

“Méani, I’'m asking about Mdani.” Merdith licked her lips nervoudy. “I just . . . | just wanted to know
whereyou met her, that'sal.”

“Look,uh...”

“Merdith. I'm Merdith.”

“Yeah. Look, Merdith, that was along time ago on a planet you probably never heard of and probably
couldn’t care less about even if youhadheard of it.” Ardo shook his head, looking for the next latch. It
just does't matter anymore.”

“What happened there?’ Merdith pressed on. “What happened to Meani?’

Sharp pain flashed behind Ardo’ sright eye. He winced.

“Tel me. . . tell mewhat happened to her.”

He saw her behind him. The Zerg were pressing their attack with anger now. The Dropship was
depriving them of their prize. Ardo was appalled at how quickly the large crowd had been
sundered—harvested like blood-red wheat in the field. The Zerg were already nearly at Melani’s
sde.

Ardo shuddered. “It doesn’'t metter . .. You shouldn'task . . .”

“I want to know,” she pressed him. “What do you remember, soldier-boy? What do you seein your
mind?’

They were already nearly at Melani’ s side.



Ardo clawed and fought. He screamed.

Three Hydralisks grasped Melani at once, dragging her back from the edge of the crowd.

“What do yousee?”

“Leavemedone!”

“Please, Ardo!” she wept. “ Don’t leave me alone!”

The mindless mob pushed him farther into the ship.

Merdith urged again. “Tdl me!”

“ She'sdead, all right?” Ardo raged. “ She’ sdead! The Zerg attacked our settlement. The Confederacy
cameto evac usand | tried to save her and | failed, okay?| tried . . . | tried to get her into the Dropship
but the crowd wasbetweenus. ..and | ...and | couldn’t. .. just couldn't...”

Ardo’'svoicetrailed off. To hissurprise, he saw his own sadness mirrored in Merdith’ seyes.

“Oh, soldier-boy,” she spoke quietly. “Isthat what they told you? Isthat what you believe?’

The com channd chimed in his headpiece, the sound carrying into the room. Somewherein Ardo’s mind
he recognized it but could not bring himsdlf to answer itscal.

“I’'m s0 sorry for you, soldier-boy.”

The com channel chimed once more. What was thiswoman trying to tell him?

The com channdl chimed athird time.

“Y ou gonna answer that?” Merdith asked.

Ardo shook himsdlf from his confused thoughts and toggled the com to Open Vox. “Menikov here”

“Littlefield here. You all right up there, son?”

Merdith continued to keep her eyes on Ardo. The Marine had become more than alittle suspicious of

the woman. He stepped back around the desk, and hopefully out of range for the woman to overhear the
com channdl.

“Yes, sergeant, we'rejust fine here.”

“ Arewe,indeed? Well, I’ ve found us a pair of very clean and very new Impaler C-14's fresh out of
storage for us both. I' [l be with you directly. What' s the condition of your prisoner?”

“She' stakative,” Ardo replied, drawing awry smile from the woman.

“Well, let’ s hope she remains that way. The lieutenant wants both her and that box brought up to
Operations as soon as | join you. I’'m at the Command Center entrance now. Littlefield out.”



Ardo toggled the com channel to Standby once more and quickly began closing the latches on the box.

“I hope we' Il get achanceto talk again, soldier-boy.” Merdith’ swords were silken. “I know something
about Mdani’ sfate that you redly should betold.”

“Y ou couldn’t possibly know anything about it.”
“Butl do.”

“Likewhat?’

“Thatit'sdl alie, soldier-boy. It'sdl alie”
CHAPTER 14

DIMINISHING
RETURNS

“HEY, MELNIKOV! THE LIEUTENANT WANTSUS UP a Operations on the—Melnikov, you all
right?’

Ardo had barely noticed Littlefield moving through the door. He was till staring at Merdith, hiseyes
narrowing. “What did you just say?’

Littlefield mistook Ardo’swords as being meant for him. “I said the lieutenant wants us up at
Operations. Lose something?’

The sergeant tossed anew C-14 gaussrifleto Ardo. Fedling itsweight in his hand was reassuring.
Without thinking, Ardo checked the breach, noted the load count on the clip, and armed the weapon. It
felt good to be doing something mindless.

“How’ sthewoman?’ The sergeant carefully set his own new weapon on top of the metal case, then
waked quickly over to the bunk where Merdith remained bound. “ Oh, | see you' re awake, ma am.
How areyou feding?’

“Redrained,” Merdith answvered flatly.

Littlefield laughed to himsdlf as he checked the dilation of her eyes. “Well, | see you haven't lost any
humor. Anything broken? Anything sprained?’

“I’m portable,” Merdith responded.

“Yeah, but I'll bet you're hard to move,” Littlefield chuckled as he leaned back. “ All right, miss, I'm
going to let you loose now. The lieutenant wants to have afew words with you. There' s nothing to worry
about—we just pulled you out of abad spot and thisisjust routine, you understand?’

Merdith nodded.

“So you aren’'t going to give me any trouble, are you?’



“Andif | did?’ Merdith sniffed.
“Widl, we both have very big guns, maam.”

“That' swhat they al say,” Merdith laughed in turn. “I won't be any trouble, Sergeant, and | very much
want to talk to your lieutenant. I’ll be polite.”

“Now that'swhat | liketo hear,” Littlefield said pleasantly as he began undoing the restraining straps
from the bunk. “I’m surewe Il al bereally good friends as soon aswe get afew things cleared up. Isn't
that right, Mdnikov?’

“Sir, yes, sir.” Ardo responded automatically. Somewhere ingde the depths of hisbrain hewas not all
thet certain.

Littlefield undid the nearest ankle strap last and then took alarge step back.
“Frightened?’ Merdith said as she sat up.

“Cautious, ma am,” Littlefield replied as he reachedback behind him and took hiswespon. “ Just
cautious.”

“How about your treasure chest over there?” Merdith’ s voice seemed casud to Ardo in avery studied,
dangerous sort of way. “ Does it get to come with us?’

“Why isthat any concern of yours?’ Littlefield’s eyes narrowed.

“I’ve been baby-gitting that little crate for quite awhile now. Let’ sjust say we' ve gotten to be quite
attached to each other.” Merdith did off the side of the bunk, carefully trying to stand. Her |eft foot bent
over wrong, however, and she had to catch herself before shefell.

“Hurt, ma an?’ Littlefield asked.

“Just the pride.” Merdith lifted her foot to examine the ruined boot. She shook her head. “And these
were my favorite pair, too. Well, as my mother used to say, ‘Make do or do without.” Y ou think you can
find me some duct tape around here somewhere, Sarge?’

“Duct tape?’ Littlefidd laughed. “Isn’t that abit ol d-fashioned?’

“Ask an engineer,” Merdith said as she limped toward the infirmary door. “Y ou can fix anything with
duct tape.”

The Operations Room was situated at the very top of the Command Center. The Great
Designer—whoever he was—had decided to make it into alarge boxwith doped armor and aring of
transsted windows running around the entire room. An officer could seein al directions through those
windows by walking along araised platform that ringed the room on dl four Sdes.

The centerpiece of the Operations Room, however, was the command idand, araised circular platform
Stuated in the center of the room. From here the centra command staff could monitor activities not only
through the windows beyond but at the various stations around the Operations Room.



Command consoles were Situated on the underside of the walkway platform as well as on the command
idand. These could monitor nearly every aspect of operationsthat aremote base of the Confederacy
might be called upon to perform. They wererarely ever used al at once. They only had their transport
covers removed when the demands of the base’s mission required them. It was said that one could get a
good fed for what abase was tasked to accomplish just by knowing which consoles had been
uncovered for use,

Asthelift platform brought Ardo, Merdith, and Littlefield up into the Operations Room, Ardo was
struck by the number of consoles still secured under their transport covers. He had not been in Scenic
long enough to get more than alimited look at the base—just the barracks, actually, before they set out
on the morning mission. As he stepped off thelift with Littlefield, aquick glance around told him that
thereredlly wasn't much more to the base than just the barracks. There was afactory console open with
its machine shop console next to it aswell. They could make basic things here, apparently, but not much
more. A single supply station was uncovered, too. He was more interested in what was missing: those
consolesthat were still covered and never pressed into service. Armory, Engineering, and Starport
support were dl still seeled. Moreimportant, the refinery controls remained locked up, meaning that they
had no means of producing their own gasto power any larger pieces of equipment. All they could rely on
would be whatever remained in the depot stores. At least there was one console he wasjust as glad was
gtill secure: there apparently was no Academy here, ether.

Not much to work with, Ardo reflected.Why is this base even here?he wondered.

Lieutenant Breanne stood hunched over the command table on the idand. Cutter stood nearby, intent on
Breanne' singtructions as she pointed at the surface display on the table.

“The perimeter fencing extends only about three-quarters of the way around the base. It endshere. . .
and here. . .”—Breanne pointed again at the display—" at the top of this cliff face. There’ sabout a
thirty-foot drop straight down and then another twenty feet of loose dirt and rock to the base of the
ravine. Thefaceis sandstone—pretty dick stuff even for the Zerg. The ravine empties down into the
Basin, most of whichisanuclear dag pile now. | don’texpect ' em from thisdirection, but | don't exactly
want to be surprised by them either.”

“Lieutenant?’ Littlefield spoke up.

Breanne did not look up from the display as she spoke. * Y es, thank you, Sergeant. Cultter, get out to the
perimeter. Have Xiang and Mdllish give the defense towers aquick look to make surethey’re dl
operating, then set the watch as we discussed.”

“At your will, Lieutenant,” Cutter replied with agtiff salute. He jumped down off theidand, his heavy
Firebat suit causing the floor platesto ring with the impact. His broad face flashed into amassive smile as
he saw Merdith. “Well, Princess! Nice to see you with your eyes open!”

“Hattered, I'm sure,” Merdith yawned.
“Hey, you should be. Not every woman gets to be rescued by Fetu Koura-Abi!” The huge idander
thumped the chestplate of his Firebat suit, then rumbled as suavely as he could muster. “No need to

thank me now. I’ m sure you can think of better waysto thank me later!”

Merdith batted her eyes at him with exaggerated motion. “ Gee, thanksfor bringing me here, you big,
srong Marineyou!”



The sarcasm was completely lost on Cutter. “Heehee. Y ou find melater and I’ |l take care of you better
than ever.”

Cuitter gtrutted to the lift, missing completely Merdith’ srolled eyes and soured face.
It was not, however, lost on Lieutenant Breanne,who now stood facing them from theidand with her
arms folded across her chest. Her short-cropped hair seemed to bristle onitsown. “My nameis

Lieutenant L. Z. Breanne of the Confederate Marines. And you are?’

Merdith eyed the lieutenant carefully, sizing her up. “I’'m Merdith Jernic. 1 am. . . wdl, was. .. an
engineer down at Oasis Station.”

“Anengineer?’

“Yes, that'swhat | said.”

“And what did you engineer?’

“Thermal wells and condenser systemsfor the water supply.”

“I see” Lieutenant Breanne stepped down from the idand, her hands gtill folded across her chest. “And
you were found in possession of that case.”

“Wdll, I ...don't know,” Merdith replied levely. “1 believe | was unconscious at thetime.”

Breanne chuckled darkly. “How convenient for you.”

“Wel, ma am, if you' re about to be eaten by the Zerg, | certainly recommend being unconsciousfirst.”
Breanne' seyesleveled with Merdith’s. “Do you know what isin that case?’

Merdith hesitated for amoment, then responded, “Do you?’

Breanne smiled thinly, then strode directly over to where Littlefield and Ardo still held the metallic box
between them. “Let’ sfind out.”

“Wait,” Merdith said quietly.

Breanne snapped open two of the latchesin a swift move.

“Wait,” Merdith spoke moreinsistently.

Thelieutenant turned her icy eyestoward Merdith. *Y ou have something to say.”
Merdith licked her lips.

Breanne took two quick steps, her sharply angled face suddenly within inches of the civilian's. “What is
so important in this case?’

Merdith looked away.



Breanne' s voice was low and dangerous. “I’ ve had a very long day, lady, and | don’'t have any intention
of making it any longer. The Confederacy Marine Command sent me and my people hereto retrievethis
damnbox . .. and | don't ask any questions. They drop mein the middie of some godforsaken planet in
the outer colonies. . . and | don't ask any questions. Now that I’ ve got the damn thing, I’ ve been | ft
here high and dry, my evac has deserted me, atactica nuclear device drops behind me unannounced . .

Unannounced?Ardo thought. The lieutenant had not even been warned of the incoming?

“. .. haf my platoon iswasted dragging their asses out of thismessonly to find my sortie baseis
suddenly aghost town . . . andnow, now at last,| have some questions. And you are going to answer
them.”

Merdith’s eyes flashed with anger.

“What isin this case?’

“It'sproof.”

“Proof of what?’

“Proof that the Confederacy brought the Zerg to Mar Sara,” Merdith snapped. “Proof that the
Confederacy is developing aterrible weapon capable of destroying the civilian population on entire
worlds”

Breanne let out agrunt of disbdief and waked back to the case. She once more began flipping open the
latches. “ So now you show up with abox full of papers and documents and other such *proof’ and
expect meto believe—’

“Please, stop!” Merdith shouted.

Breanne pulled out her sde arm in asingle swift motion, leveling the muzzle between Merdith's
eyebrows. “Why should 17’

“Because,” Merdith spoke quietly, her voice asleved as her eyesfixed on the lieutenant’ s gun, “that box
containsthe device that called the Zerg here. If you openiit, you'll activate it, and every Zergling,
Hydrdisk, or Mutalisk within ten thousand clicks of thisbuilding will move heaven and earth to get into
thisvery room.”

“You'reinsane,” Breanne murmured.

“No, ma am,” Merdith countered, her voice subdued. “With al due respect, | think you are describing
the people who would build such athing.”

Ardo held his breath. He felt amost detached as he watched the exchange taking place not morethan a
meter in front of him.

Breanne' sgun remained steady. “Y ou stolethis. . . thisdevice?’

“No, maam, like told you: I'm an engineer. Some members of the Sons of Korha brought it to mefor
examingion.”



“*Sonsof Korhd’ 7" Littlefidd tilted his head skepticdly. “Who the hell are the * Sons of Korha’ 7’
“Damned if | know,” Breanne sniffed. “ Some locd troublemakers, probably. Korha isaplanet inthe
core Confederacy worlds that rebelled sometime ago. | think it was under quarantine blockade last time
| heard anything abouit it. We ve seen alot of these lately—small, isolated rebel groupstrying to
undermine the integrity of the Confederacy.”

“We regrowing,” Merdith sniffed proudly. “We may be smdl now, but soul by soul, house by house,
planet by planet we threaten this so-called Confederacy.”

“Terrorists,” Breanne snapped.

“Revolutionaries,” Merdith returned.

“Gnats with delusions of grandeur,” Breanne snorted. “ So these terrorists brought the box toyou . . .”
Breanne' svoice lowered to awhisper.

“Andyou openedit. .. didn’t you?’

Merdith continued to gaze at the gun muzzle, but remained silent.

Breanne lowered her weapon and holstered it.

“Merdith Jernic, I'm placing you under custody pending an investigation into the theft of Confederacy
property.”

Merdith smiled to herself as she shook her head. It struck Ardo asludicrousto arrest the woman, but
Breanne dways seemed to do things by the book, regardless of how little sense it might make.

“I will investigate your statements and, if they are found to be substantialy truthful, you will be released.
Do you understand?’

Merdith nodded with a chuckle. “More than you may know.”

“Littlefidld, leavethat ‘ evidence here with me and escort this woman down to the barracks for some
chow. Have her back herein an hour.”

“Begging your pardon, ma am,” Ardo spoke up.
“Y ou have something to contribute, Private?’

Theiced stedl eyes swung on Ardo, making him most uncomfortable. “Y es, ma am. I'll take the duty,
ma am. | could use some chow mysdlf and it might relieve the sergeant for more pressing duties.”

“Y ou're volunteering, Private?’
“Yes, maam...if it squitedl right.”

Breanne shrugged. “Bemy guest. Littlefidld, find that Tech Sergeant Jans and get him up here. We'll see



if we can get this puzzle put together. And, Menikov . ..
“Yes, maam?’

“Have her back herein one hour,” the lieutenantemphasized. “1 want her none the worse for wear, but
don't lose her.”

“Yes, maam.”

Ardo took Merdith by the arm and guided her toward thelift. The lieutenant may have no more
questions, but Ardo had plenty of hisown, and he had no intention of losing Merdith now.

CHAPTER 15
MIND’SEYE

ARDO PROPELLED THEM BOTH DOWN THE MAIN ramp of the Command Center and toward
the nearest barracks entrance just to their left. The wind was howling out of the west, whipping the dry
dirt in the compound. The whirls of sand whispered and moaned between the buildings. Ardo, till in his
combat suit, was relaively unaffected by the gae. The woman next to him, however, was exposed to the
elements. Her right arm held the lapel of her worker’ s coverals across her face, her left arm till held
firmly by the Marine.

Ardo wasin ahurry to get her insde, and not because of her exposure to the weather.

They passed between the massive landing struts and repul sor pads of the southern barracks. A column
of golden light poured from the access ramp, making it easy to find.

Heloved the barracks, he thought suddenly, but wondered why they aways made him feel queasy inthe
stomach. He did not take time to think about it, however: there was too much to think about asit was.
Stll holding Merdith’ sarm in afirm grip, he marched them both up the ramp and into the deployment
room.

Deployment was one of the larger spacesin avery cramped arrangement. It sat at the top of theramp
and was used by Marinesfor staging. All around him there were wegpons and equipment racks. Most
were ordered and locked, athough afew of the cabinets hung open. A maintenance kit sat on thefloor in
front of one of them. Someone apparently working on abattlesuit had just left it there.

The entire Ste had been abandoned, apparently without much notice. More questions. They made his
head hurt, but he thought he might have some of the answers quiteliterdly a hand.

“You dl right, maam? Ardo asked casudly. “That wind is pretty awful tonight.”

Merdith coughed acouple of times as she patted the dust off herself with her free hand. “ That wind is
pretty awful everynight, soldier-boy. We're raised on sand here. It doesn't bother us.” She sighed and
then winced, looking up at Ardo through hisfaceplate. “ Say, if | promise not to run away, do you think
you could let go of my am?’

Ardo blinked, letting go. “Oh, uh, yes, ma am. Y ou wouldn’t do anything stupid, would you?’



“I promise | won't dance with anyone ese dl night.” She smiled, then looked around for amoment.
There were numerous exits from the Ready Room that led deeper into the barracks. “ So, where do you
go around hereto buy agirl acup of coffee?’

“That hatchway on theright,” Ardo gestured with the muzzle of hisC-14. “Youfird. ...l ingg.”

Merdith arched her eyebrows and smiled casually. Ardo smiled back, pressing open the visor on his
combat suit with hisfree hand. Merdith nodded and moved ahead. The massive pressure door swung

open eeslly.

Dim light illuminated the corridor beyond. The passage was lined with large transparent tubes. Each
appeared to befilled with ablue-green liquid that circulated constantly. Monitors above each showed
them to be in ready mode. Each had its own separate pand of controls, while at the end of the corridor
to the | eft of another pressure door stood araised control booth.

“By thegods,” Merdith spoke most reverently. “ These are neural resocidization chambers, aren't
they? These are the things they put you people through.”

“Kegp moving,” Ardo said. “ Just through to the other sde.”

“What' swrong? Areyou dl right?’

“Just keep moving,” Ardo snapped.

“Youdon't likethis place, do you? Y ou'refrightened of it. | can fed it.”
“Lady, | ssadmove!”

Merdith winced at the shout and quickly walked to the opposite door.

“Goright,” Ardo ordered. Hefdlt dightly dizzy. Heloved resoc . . . he hated resoc . . . helooked
forward to resoc . . . hewould rather shoot himsalf than do resoc again.

Merdith quickly opened the door and stepped off into the brightly lit corridor beyond, with Ardo too
closaly on her hedls. They moved past the barracks cells proper, including the one where Ardo had
stowed his gear earlier, and passed through the final doorway to the galey.

It was a cramped but efficient room. Whatever had happened to take the personnel of the base away
had apparently not been during anyone sregular dining shift. The compartment was pristine. Ardo was
just as glad that no one had left anything behind. He was weary of the constant reminders that the place
had been so fully occupied hours ago and was now so completely desolate.

“Nice place you have here,” Merdith observed casudly. “ Sterile, but nice.”

“Thefood dispensers are back dong that wal,” Ardo said, motioning with therifle again. “They’re not
hard to operate. Just—"

“I' know my way around akitchen, soldier-boy.”

Merdith stepped toward the bank of meal and drink dispensers. “Y ou want anything? Cup of coffee?’



“No, ma am. Don’t drink coffee.”

Merdith pulled a cup from the dispenser and began filling it. “Redly? That’ sinteresting. Did you know
that coffee was one of the things most people beggedto have sent with them when the origind colonies
were exiled from Earth?’

“Yes, maam, I’d heard that.”

Merdith turned around with her steaming cup and leaned back againgt thewall. Silence fell between
them. There was so much that Ardo wanted to ask, but the questions tumbled through his mind, running
into each other. What was she saying before Littlefield came in? Something about it all being alie? But
now that he thought about it, he couldn’t recall what they had been talking about exactly.

“So, we gonna be disturbed anytime soon?’

Ardo came back from histhoughts, redlizing angrily thet |etting himsdlf drift away like that while guarding
thiswoman might well get him killed. “ Sorry? What, ma am?’

“Are we aone? Anyone gonna be bothering us for awhile?”

Ardo flushed. “Please, ma am, | redlly don’t think you ought to betalking that way. It isn't. .. isn't
right.”

Merdith started to answer but stopped. Her dack mouth quickly became adelighted smile. “You
thought | wanted to—"

“Now, ma am, it doesn't matter what | thought.” Ardo could fedl hisface going beet red and knew there
was not athing he could doto stopiit. “I'm . . . I’'m guarding you and it wouldn’t be proper.”

“Proper?” Merdith was having entirely too much fun and Ardo knew it was at his expense.
“Yes, maam! Proper!”

“I don't believeit.” Merdith took along sip of her coffee and then tipped it in sdute toward Ardo.
“You'reavirgin.”

Ardo knew his voice was too loud when he opened hismouth. “I don’t see that it’ sany of your
business, ma am!”

“Now | know!’ ve seen everything!” Merdith was ddlighted. “A virgin Confederacy Marine!”

“It wouldn’'t be honorable, ma’am . . . not to either one of us. Now, why don’'t you just Sip your coffee
andrelax ... 1 mean...we vegot an hour before you're due back . . .” The more he talked, the worse
it seemed to get. Finally Ardo just let hiswordstrail off into afrustrated silence.

Merdith looked away, amusement still in her eyes. “Don’t worry, soldier-boy, your secret is safe with
me.” She sat down smoothly at one of the tables. “ Besides, that redly isn't what | meant. Y ou'reanice
guy and al, soldier-boy, but al | honestly want to do istak. That iswhat you had in mind, isn't it?’

“Yes, maam. |—"



“Cdl meMerdith.”

“Oh, | don't know if I—"

“Sure, it sjust us. Let’sbefriends.”

“Okay ... Merdith. I'm. .. I"'m PFC Ardo Méenikov.”

The woman tipped her cup again in thanks. “ Okay, Ardo. It sniceto meet you. So.. . . tell me. How isit
that you fine Marines came to rescue my sorry soul?’

Ardo thought for amoment. “I’m sorry, ma am, | can’t discuss misson details with—"

“With acivilian, I know,” Merdith finished the sentence for him. “I’m just curious about how you got me
out of there. Thelast few days are abit hazy for me. Where did you find me?’

“Oh, | didn’t find you, ma am. That was Cutter—PFC Koura-Abi. That big guy you met earlier in
Opsi’

“Of course. So where didhefind me?’

“Don’'t redly know, ma am. Firg thing | saw he had you over his shoulder and was running back to join
therest of usat the barricade.”

Merdith’' s eyes smiled warmly a him. “I see. So how did we get out of there? The lieutenant mentioned
something about her ‘evac’ deserting her?’

“Oh,” Ardo shrugged. “ There was a Dropship with us that was supposed to extract us when we had that
box. We fought our way to the extraction landing zone, but . . . it never showed up.”

“I thought you said it was with you?’

“Yeah. Strange, that. | heard it talking about itsfind gpproach to the landing zone—it’ sal on the com
channe—but we never saw it. It just—I don’t know—wasn’t there. The Zerg had cut off our retreat and
it looked likeit wastimefor usal to cash our last paycheck. The lieutenant, though, she had usfight our
way out of there. Welost afew along the way, but what’ s left of us are till here. If the Dropship had
come, we' d have been okay. Some sort of SNAFU, | guess.”

“A SNAFU?’ Merdith nodded absently with adight smile playing on the edge of her lips. “Yeah, |
guessit could be that, although your lieutenant ssems to have more than her share of them. What was dl
that about a nuke?’

“Oh, that,” Ardo shrugged again, but hisface settled into an uncertain frown. “Well, after we hightailed it
acrossthe Basin, the Confederacy nuked Oasis. Just alittle tactical. Good thing, too, or those Zerg
would havefollowed us and taken us dl out at thewall.”

“Wel, we wouldn’'t have wanted that,” Merdith sighed, but her brows were knit together in deep and
troubled thought. She came to a.conclusion, her brow smoothing as she looked up again with aquickly
flashed smile at Ardo. “Well, we made it thanks to you—meto my life of therma wellsand you to
thoughts of that girl of yours. What was her name? Oh, yeah, Mdani.”



Ardo swallowed. “What do you know about Melani? Y ou said shewasalie, or something wasalie.
What were you talking about?’

Merdith gazed down into her coffee. Shelooked for al the world to Ardo as though she were reading
the swirlslike somekind of gypsy divination rite.

“Thetruth isdangerous, Ardo. You're anicelittle soldier-boy. Maybeit’ s better not to discussthese
things”

Ardo put his boot on the bench opposite where Merdith was sitting and |eaned forward. “Ma am—
Merdith—awise man once told methat truth isthe only thing that isredl. Truth iswhat’ sleft when dl the
shadows and darkness are torn away. | believe that and | think you do, too.”

“What | bdlieveisn't the point here,” Merdith replied, looking a Ardo asif for thefirst time. “The point
iswhat you believe”

Ardo did not understand what she was saying. All he knew isthat he wanted to know the truth, that he
wastired of the shadows haunting his mind and driving him dowly mad. “What happened to Mdani?
What happened to my parents? What happened to my world?’

Merdith sighed. “Ardo . . . Y ou remember we were talking about Pandora s box?’

“What?" Was she changing the subject on him?*“Y eah, we were talking about the metal case we found
withyou. ..

“Yes, that' strue, but I'm asking if you remember the story?’
“Surel do. What' sthe point?’

“Y ou' ve got a Pandora s box inside you. Do you redlly want me to open it? Onceit’s open, you can
never, ever closeit up again.”

Ardo winced. His head was beginning to pound once more. “Y ou' re saying the answer isinside of me?’

Merdith seemed to cometo adecision. “Tel me about that |ast day. Tell me everything about that last
day with Melani on your old homeworld.”

The pounding in his skull increased. “What does that have to do with—"

“Just tell me” Merdithingsted. “ Start at the beginning of where things went wrong—you know there
was amoment when things just started to go wrong—what were you doing just before that?”

Ardo winced againg the pain. Why was she making him do this? Why was he dlowing himsdlf to do
this? He didn’t know this woman. She was probably aspy or anarchist or God knew what.

He had to know. He had to know the truth.
“We...wewereinafidd...”

Golden . . . a perfect day that comesalong all too rarely . . .



“ ... having apicnic. It was the most beautiful day. Warm inthe spring. Oh, God . . . do | haveto...”

“It'sdl right,” Merdith assured him. “I’'m here with you. We' Il walk through the day together and I'll be
there with you. What changed that perfect day?’

“The sren in the township went off. Thedarm sren. | thought it was the usua noonday test, but Meani
said it wasn't noon and then. . . . they came.”

“Who came?’

The sun was dowsed in that instant. Enormous plumes of smoke trailed behind fireballs roaring
directly toward him from the western end of the broad valley.

“The Zerg came.”
“Can you see them? What do they look like?”

“I can't seethem. . . . just bdls of fire coming down through the atmosphere.”
“What kind of entry would cause that, Ardo?’

Ardo blinked. “What do you mean?’

“What would cause the Zerg to make big firebals and smoke contrailsin the sky like that?” Merdith
pressed. Her eyes were locked on his as she spoke.

“High speed, | guess. A lot of heat builds up on atmospheric entry, | suppose,” Ardo replied.

“But have youever heard of the Zerg entering a planetary atmosphere that way?’ Merdith asked softly.
“They swarm across space. Ther arriva is soft and slent.”

Ardo closed hiseyes. Thelight in the room seemed to be hurting them. “What . . . what are you saying?’

“1’mnot saying anything. I’ mlistening,” Merdith said. “ Just try to relax and remember. Tak to me.
Please. . . what did you and Medani do next?’

“Well . .. weran! Weran toward the township. The old colony had a defensive wall and we thought we
might be safer inside. | don’t know how we got there, but the next thing | remember was that we were

indde aong with everyoneese.”

The rattle of automatic weapons clattered suddenly from the perimeter wall. Two dull explosive
thuds resounded, followed by even more chattering machine guns.

“What wasit like?” Merdith urged quietly, her eyesfixed on Ardo as she Sipped her coffee.

“Wadll . .. chaosl The Zerg were attacking and—"

“No, | mean, tell mewhat yousaw. Tell mewhat youdid.”

Ardo closed hiseyes.



“Please, Ardo!” Melani said. “1 . .. Where do we go? What do we do?”

Ardo glanced around. He could taste the panic in the air.

“We werein the square. It'salarge open areain the middle of the town. We used to have concerts
there or playsin the summer evenings. I’ d never seen it so crowded. We were shoulder to shoulder.

Mélani . . . | held her hand and we tried to cross the square.”

“Yes, that'sright.” Merdith put the cup down. Her unblinking eyes remained fixed on Ardo. “What did
you see next?’

Ardo felt suddenly cold. His eyes shut againgt the images that came unbidden from the depths of his
mind.

A sheet of flame erupted beyond the fortress' s outer wall. Its crimson light flashed against the
blanket of smoke that hung oppressively over the town. The blood-red hue fell acrossthe
panicked crowd in the square. Screams, shouts, and cries all tumbled into a cacophony of sound,
but several disembodied voices penetrated Ardo’ s thoughts clearly.

“It’ sthe Confederacy forces! It’'s the Marines!”

“No!” Ardo reded backward from the table, his combat suit damming into the wall behind him. The
plastic wal cracked under the sudden impact. “ That’ s not what he said!”

“Whatdidhe say, Ardo?” Merdith was standing now, leaning forward, both her hands on the table.
“What did youhear 7’

“Hesad...hemust havesad. .. Where. . .whereare the Confederacy—' "

“That'salie, Ardo!” Merdith shot back. “Remember! Think! Neura resocidization can't replace
memories; it can only cover them over with new onesl What did youhear?”

“ Ardo, I'mfrightened!” Melani’s eyeswere wide and liquid. “ What isit? What’ s going on?”

There were so many words he wanted to say to her in that moment—so many words that he
would regret never having said for uncounted years to come.

“Tel mewhat yousee!” Merdith demanded.

The eastern wall had been breached. The old rampart was being pulled down from the other side,
dismantled before Ardo’s eyes. It seemed as though a dark wave was breaking against the breach.

“Stopit!” Ardo screamed. “What are you doing to me?’

“Y ou wanted the truth. Y ou’ ve opened the truth, in yourself,” Merdith said. “The ugly, horrible truth and
it won't go back in the box, Ardo. Not again. What did yousee, Ardo? What happened next, Ardo?’

Ardo did dong thewall toward the door of the mess room, reeling backward away from Merdith. He
wanted to run, wanted to get as far from this woman as possible, but somewhere in his mind he knew
that he was not trying to run from her but from the beast lurking in his own mind.



Ardo heard Melani gasp behind him. “1 can't. .. | can’t breathe. . .”
The mob was crushing them. Ardo looked desperately around him, trying to find a way out.

Movement overhead caught his eye. The angular, bloated form of a Confederacy Dropship, still
glowing from the fast atmospheric interface of landing, was dropping down overhead.

Tears flooded Ardo’ s eyes.

Tearsflooded Ardo’s eyes.

The downblast from the engines created an instant hurricane in the panicked crowd. Ardo
blinked through the dust as the Dropship lowered its transport ramp into the square. He could see
the silhouetted figures of Confederacy Marines. . .

They grabbed him.

They tore him from Melani’ s hand.

“Mélani!” he screamed.

“Médani!” Ardo screamed inthe messhal.

“Please, Ardo! Don’t leave me alone!” she cried asthe Marines dragged himinto their ship.

Ardo struggled to escape them as the ramp closed. Something hit him from behind and his world
went black . . .

Sowly, theworld grew brighter. Ardo was Sitting on the floor. His eyesfocused dowly on Merdith. She
knelt beside him, her hand on histear-streaked cheek.

Her voice was heavy with emotion. “Poor soldier-boy. It's been that way al over the colony worlds,
from what we hear. The Confederacy needsto build an army asfast asthey can. They’ ve been
press-ganging boysfor over ayear now and then using their neura resocidization to layer asmany false
memories on top of their existing ones as necessary—until theirmanufactured soldier-boys believe
whatever the Confederacy needsthem to believe. They go where they aretold to go. They die when they
aretoldtodie”

“Then Méani ... my folks...” Ardo struggled for breath.

“I don’t know, Ardo, but they amost certainly didn’t die the way you remember it happening, and most
likely didn't dieat dl.”

“Then everything | know isalie” Ardo said weskly.

“Perhaps,” Merdith said. “But if you' rewilling to help me, | think we both may be able to get off this
cursed world. I can hdp you if—"

Ardo pressed the muzzle of hisrifle firmly under Merdith’s chin.

CHAPTER 16



BARRICADES

“WHAT HAVE YOU DONE TO ME?" ARDO SHUDDERED, hishand quivering on the trigger of
the C-14 assaullt rifle.

Merdith held very till. Her voice was quiet and terribly deliberate as she spoke. “Not athing, Ardo. Not
one blessed thing.”

“Get back!” Ardo could hardly see beyond the pain banging against the back of hisforehead. He was
having trouble focusing. “ Just back off dowly.”

“I’m so sorry, soldier-boy.”

“Don’'t touch me!” Ardo squedled, his voice shaking with terror and outrage. The gun muzzle shivered
under Merdith’schin.

Merdith dowly raised both her hands, palms open toward the Marine. “ Okay Ardo. I’'m going to back
away now. Just relax.”

Merdith rose up with aching downess, smoothly backing against the mess hdl table. Her eyeswere
locked with Ardo’s, unblinking and holding his attention.

Ardo steadied hisrifle but found its aim wandering dangeroudy. He could not seem to keep it steady.
He wanted to stand, to get some distance between himsdlf and the woman diding dowly back to it on
thetable.

She had done something to him, something to hismind. It was atrick, some sort of drug or attack that
he had not seen. Hetried to remember the way it had been—that perfect, golden day turning blood red.
He could see the Zerg pouring through the breach in the town wall, and he could see the Confederacy
Marines doing the same thing. The Zerg were tearing at Melani and the Marines were dragging her away
al at the sametime and in the same place. He had two truthsin his head at the sametime. He knew that
they could not both be true, but that knowledge did not help him choose between them. He longed for
deep, some blessed place of unconsciousness where he could awake from this nightmare and his
thoughts would have al been sorted out for him.

Both memories could not be red, but insde himsdf he redlized that somehow they bothwerered and that
thefull truth lay beyond both memories. He dreaded the answer, either way, but he dso knew that he
had to haveit, whatever the cost. Something within him demanded the truth.

Ardo staggered to hisfeet, regaining his composureas best he could. He breathed deeply to cam
himsdf. Hisrifleam steedied.

Merdith made no move, no sound.
“What did you do to me?” Ardo asked levelly.

“ldidn’t do anything to you,” shereplied camly. “Y ou might ask that same question of the
Confederacy—"



“Cut the crap, lady,” Ardo snapped. “I may not be playing the same game you are, but that doesn’t
mean | can’t read the score. Y ou did something to my head”—Ardo jammed the rifle muzzle toward her
head for emphasis—* so what did you do to me?’

“I didn’t plant anything in your mind, if that’swhat you mean.”

Ardo raised therifle to his shoulder, squaring his aim between her eyes.

“Easy!” Merdith leaned back dightly, her amstill raised. “1 swear. All 1 didis. . . unkink what was
aready there. Look, I'm apsych, okay?I’m an unregistered psych. | fdll through the screening
process—it happens sometimes in the outer colonies. They never suspected. | wasn't interested in the
Confederacy psych program, so | just kept quiet about it. I’ m not trained or anything—I just have a gift
for helping people get their minds straightened out sometimes, that'sdl. | swear, that'sdl.”

Ardo lowered the weapon dightly. He considered her words for amoment before he spoke again. “Tell
me: whatreallyhappened to my family? What happened to Meani?’

“I don’t know.”

Ardo brought the weapon up quickly again.

“I don't know!” Panic, anger and frustration tumbled through Merdith’ s voice, her wordsrushing in
staccato sounds as she spoke. “1 don’t know! Maybe they’re alive! Maybe not! How should | know?
They'reyour memories, not ming!”

“Aahh!” Ardo grunted as he lowered hisweapon in disgust. “Worthless! Y ou' re absolutely worthless!”

“Look, soldier-boy, | didn’'t do thisto you,” she answered. “Neura resocidization just layers new
memories on top of old ones—it doesn't replace them. All | did was help you straighten out your head a

little”

Ardo shook hishead. “But you still can’t tell me which memory isthereal one and which isthefase one,
canyou?’

“Y ou were the one who wanted to know the truth,” she said sullenly.
“Yeah?What truth?” Ardo growled. “ Whichtruth?”
“| don’tknowwhich truth. But youdowant to know what the truth really is, don’t you?’

Ardo look at her and considered. She had opened his mind. There was no closing Pandora’ s box now.
“Yes... | haveto know!”

She sghed through adight smile. “Then hdpmeand Il help you find that truth. | know some people
who can get us off thisworld. Help me get in touch with them . . . reach them . . . and they’ Il help us, too.
WEe'll go back toyour planet ... uh...”

“Bountiful,” hefinished for her quietly. The word was amost too painfully beautiful to say.

“Y es, back to Bountiful. And we' Il find the truth together.”



Ardo was about to answer her when the com channd chimed in his ear. He responded automeatically.
“Méenikov here”

“Escort the prisoner to Operations on the double, Private.” Littlefield’ s voice sounded somehow
different to Ardo, but the private had enough worries of hisown to think about it much.

“By your word, sir,” Ardo responded, then turned to Merdith. “That’ s enough coffee and conversation.
Let'sgo.”

Thelift had not even cleared the Level 3 landing before Ardo could hear the voices yelling overhead.

“. .. supposed to do once we storm the transport? Y ou' ve heard the tactical channd traffic. Doyouhave
abetter option?’

“I don't know! | don't have dl the answerd All | know isthat I'm not giving up on these grunts,
Breanne! They deserve better than thig!”

“Yes, they do, and that’ s exactly my point. If we' d been good little soldiers we would have sat under
thatnukeand caught the damn thing with our teeth. That’ swhat they wanted, isn't it? But we' re here and
dill bresthing.”

“So just what the hell areyou tdlling me, ma am?’

“I'm saying | don’t like this any more than you do, Littlefield, but we are running out of options! You
have a better ideg, then fine! Let’s hear it right now!”

The lift seemed agonizingly dow. Ardo glanced a Merdith. Her face was ablank, but Ardo could see
that her eyes were focused and intent. She was soaking in every word drifting down from above.

“| don’'thavean answer!” Littlefield rumbled. “ Someone must have screwed up! If we just get on the
tactica channdl, we can get thisthing straightened out with CHQ!”

Thelift cleared the floor plates of the Operations Room. Breanne was standing on theidand, her arms
folded defiantly across her chest as she leaned back against one of the consoles, staring down at the map
table. Littlefidld’ s face was ruddy as he faced her, hislarge fists gripping the edge of the map table. His
knuckles were nearly white with fury. Between them stood Tinker Jans at the far Sde of theidand. He
looked to Ardo asthough he were caught in a crossfire and trying to make himself as small and as il as

possible.

“Look for yourself! That's satellite data, Sergeant. Clean band and updated in real time.” Breanne€'s
finger stabbed out suddenly, indicating each |location as she spoke. “Zerg infestations moving in from the
northeast in aragged line here, here, and here. Advanced recon groups will be reaching those outer
settlementsin the next few minutes. The rest of the northeast settlementswill be hit within an hour after
that. Where are our Marines on this map, Sergeant?’

Littlefield stared at the map and said nothing.
“They'redl at Mar Sara Starport,” Breanne answered for him. “ Confederacy Dropships have been

evac'ing every podition for the last three hours. All of the heavy equipment isgone. There are till ground
forces being brought to the central transports at Mar Sara Starport, but those will be loaded within the



hour. Dropships are returning from the outposts now with the last remaining Marines. Tinker’ s brother,
the esteemed TegisMarz, isreturning from hislast run now.”

“The same guy that left ushigh and dry last time?” Littlefield wasincredulous. “What makes you think
that he'll go out of hisway to come back for us now?’

“Because we aren’'t the ones who are going to do the asking,” Breanne replied, her eyesflashing. “Tegis
has been choking the com channelsfor thelast haf hour trying to find out who brought his brother out of
our little garrison here. Apparently he doesn’t know his brother got left behind.”

“Hey, it wasn't my fault!” Tinker said. “I went out to repair the downlink. Who knew the SCV was
balky. It quit on me out there and | had to hoof it back. | ran like hell when | saw the Dropships hovering
over the base, but by the time | got back they were gone.”

“I'mglad you did.” The lieutenant’s smile waswicked. “Y ou’ remy new best friend, Tinker. You'll cdl
your brother once he' s on the ground over the com channel and convince him to come and get you.” She
looked up at Littlefield. “When Tegis comesto get his brother, we rush the ship and take it back to the
Starport. Then we' |l sraighten out this SNAFU and get the hdll off this planet.”

“You can't dothat!” Merdith interrupted.

“Ah, Ms. Jernic.” Breanne noticed Ardo and his prisoner for thefirst time since they arrived. It seems
you'll bejoining uson alittletrip.”

Merdith ignored the remark. “Without the Confederacy outpodts, there will be nothing left to stop the
Zexg!”

Breanne shrugged. “Wadll, there' sdways the vaunted loca miilitia. . .”

“They don't have ether the equipment or the numbersto stop a planetary infestation!” Merdith started to
walk toward the command idand, but Ardo grabbed her arm, firmly restraining her. “What about the
civilians? What abouttheir evacuation?

“The Confederacy,” Breanne grumbled, “has agpparently written off theplanet . . . including itscivilians”

Merdith struggled against Ardo’ s grip, but the Marine held her back. “Written us off to the Zerg? It was
that Confederacy device thatbroughtthe Zerg here! With dl their weaponsand al their garshipsand dl
their soldier-boy Marines, they wanted more power. So they built that box, not even comprehending the
death it would bring with it. They thoughtthey could control them or capture them. They had no ideawhat
they had unleashed. And now they’rejust ‘writing us off’ as though we were some cipher on abalance
sheet!”

No onein the room had an answer for her.

Merdith stopped struggling, anger il in her face.

“A planet full of mongters. | just thought I’ d never see them among my own kind.”

Breanne looked up, her wicked smile returning under the bristle of her hair. “Y ou never know, do you?’

“Lieutenant,” Littlefield interrupted. “ Tac-com one-twenty-nine.”



“On speakers,” Breanne commanded.

“ThisistheVixenon radial three-four-zero, forty-five clicksto MS Sation . . . stand by to refuel
for immediate dustoff.”

“ Negative, Vixen.Report to the OOD for evac on landing.”

“Hey, he'll be on the ground there inside of ten minutes,” Tinker said nervoudy. “Maybe . . . maybe they
won't let him leave again once he' son the ground.”

“ Any word on my request regarding Scenic Sation?”

Ardo looked up at the speakers.

“ Negative. No contact.”

“What about that personnel request? | gotta find that tech!”

“ CHQ has no information for you at thistime.”

“All right, you know thedrill,” Breanne said. “ Jans, get on the horn and cal—"

“ Lieutenant, thisis Xiang! We have multiple contacts bearing oh-five-five degrees!”
Breanne glanced down at the map table, her eyes suddenly wide. “Where? How many?’

“There'sa...Sand by ... There' s about twenty . . . maybe twenty-five passing to the south.
Hydralisks, | think, ma’am. And . . . oh, hell! There' sa flight of eight Mutalisks above them.”

“They’re not on the map,” Breanne seethed. “Why aren’t they on the map?’

“The Mutalisks are turning. They are vectoring toward the base. Permission to fire, ma’ am?”
Breanne continued to stare angrily at the map table.

“Permission to fire, ma’am?”

All of the color drained from Tinker’ sface.

Littlefield looked up. “ Breanne?’

The lieutenant shook hersdlf from her frozen State. “Negative! Hold your firel”

“What . . . what do you mean, hold your fire?” The technician’s eyes darted around in fear.

“Ligento me! We don't want this fight right now.” Breanne motioned everyone € se up to the command
idand. “Everyonetake cover! If anyoneis spotted, open fire, but until then stay out of Site. Don't

transmit, just monitor. There have been reportsthat the Zerg can follow transmissionsto their source. Just
walit for my command, and hope like hell they passusby!”



“What isthe universe coming to,” Littlefield muttered, “when Marines sart hiding under desks!”

Ardo propelled Merdith up the short ladder to the command idand. As he did, light blossomed to the
west. Through the windows he saw in the east the glowing trail of the first Confederacy evac ship arching
into the sky.

CHAPTER 17
WEAK LINKS

ARDO VAULTED UPTHE LADDER TO THE COMMAND idand. The space was crowded
enough with the large equipment banks nearly completely surrounding the map tablein the center. The
combat suit only made things worse in the cramped space. Still, the consoles were built to Marine specs
and designed for durability as much asfor functionality. They had a clear path to thelift. Ardo wondered
why they did not al just disappear into the bowels of the Command Center rather than try to duck for
cover behind the consoles of afish bowl like Operations.

Breanne crouched behind the map table. It was not the first time Ardo was struck with her catlike
movement. She switched off the digplay on the map table, then smoothly pulled alarge st of field
binoculars up to her eyes. “Six of them . . . no, make that seven. Mutaisks flying cover for aground
forceof ... let'ssee. . . maybefifteen or twenty Hydralisks about ahaf mileto the south.” Breanne did
back down nextto the table, out of sight of the windows. “ There may be more beyond that, maybe amile
or two. It sdifficult to say. The main force seemsto be passing us by. Everyone stay put. Let theflyers
have their fun ogling the * old abandoned human base.” Oncethey’ re afew clicks safely away from here
we' [l makethe call and catch our ride home.”

Ardo sat with his back against a console directly opposite to Jans. The engineer wasintent on every
word Breanne was saying. He was pae even in the dim light of the Operations Room and nodded rather
more vehemently than he probably should have. Jans swallowed hard, then his head dowly turned
toward the ladder exit from theidand just to hisleft. Ardo followed the man’ s gaze. He was staring
toward the tactica communication pand just below the catwalk to the west. It was till lit, the muted
words of the chatter of the starport still pouring out of it through the speakers mounted above the idand.

“Transit alpha four-oh-niner, cleared for immediate departure pad seven. Transit alpha
oh-six-five hold short at pad fourteen. Transit gamma eight-zero-zero cleared to pad twelve.
Transit delta two-two-zero, hold at Lima for crosstraffic. ..”

Jans seyes grew large as a second flare of light erupted through the western windows above the
tac-com console. “ There goes another one,” he breathed.

“They aren’t wasting any time getting out,” Littlefield muttered. The sergeant seemed distracted and
detached, his mind working on adifferent problem.

Ardo knew it was hisimagination, but the knowledge did not help him. The chatter from the speakers
seemed unbearably loud. * Shouldn’t we shut that off?”

Breanne shook her head, looking up as she listened. “Too late. They're here.”

Ardo redized he could hear it, too: the fingernails-on-date sound of the Mutalisks screaming at each
other asthey neared the human base. The sound cut through the windowsto reach their ears, mixing with



the constant chatter from the tac-com open channdl.

“Transit alpha oh-six-five cleared for immediate departure pad fourteen . . .
“ Control.Vixeninbound requesting vector . . .”

Jans caught his breath.

“Vixen,hold at nav marker Ta-shua and stand by; the patternisfull.”

“ Roger, control, holding at Ta-shua.”

Another column of flame and smoke tore upward through the darkening atmosphere.

Merdith crouched next to Ardo, hugging her kneesto her chest. “Looks like you soldier-boys are going
to missyour boat.”

Breanne' s eyesreflected a practiced indifference. “We' re not finished yet, Ms. Jernic.”

“No, of course not,” Merdith responded evenly. “All I’'m saying isthat if youdidhappen to missyour
boat, you might want to consider other means of departure.”

“Ah,” Breanne smiled back at her, baring her teeth, “you mean throw our lot in with aspy and atraitor,
perhaps?’

“Sorry to disgppoint you, Lieutenant,” Merdith shrugged, “but I’ m no spy.”

“No, of course not.” Breanne casually looked away toward the windows. “Not aspy, not a
collaborator, not an expert doing weapons research for the Sons of Korhal. Y ou are just an innocent
civilian engineer who was found in accidental possession of ahighly classified piece of Confederacy
equipment.” Breanne stopped, turned to Merdith and smiled frogtily. “Look, Ms. Jernic, | chooseto
believe you. | chooseto believe you because if | choose otherwise I'll have Mister Melnikov here take
you out of this Command Center and shoot you as many times as necessary to insure that you are very
permanently dead. Now, you don’t want me to choosenotto believe that, do you?’

Merdith considered the angular facein front of her carefully. “No, Lieutenant, | most certainly do not.”

“Then, Ms. Jernic’—Breanne sniffed derisvely— “for the time being, you keep your company and I'll
keep mine.”

“Whatever you say, Lieutenant,” Merdith spoke casudly. “However, may | point out thatyour friends are
goparently leaving the planet in droves whilemyfriends may soon be the only oneswith aticket off this
planet. Evenif youdomanage to get back to the starport somehow, just how pleased will your superiors
be to see you? Nobody likes to see adead manwalking in the door . . . especidly whenit’sin everyone's
best interest that the body staydead.”

A horrible scraping sound rang through the tritanium roof of the Operations Room. Ardo winced against
the sound, pulling hisrifle up closer to hischest in his sudden tension.

“Hold till.” Breanne breathed out her words as quietly as she could manage. “They’re here.”



Everyone looked up. The sound of scraping scales on serrated tails dragged casually across the armor
shivered through the plates overhead. The sound occasiondly obliterated the surred voices so casudly
communicating from the still operating tac-com transceiver.

“Transit gamma eight-zero-zero, cleared to depart pad twelve immediately. Transit epsilon
four-three-three, hold short at rho-beta intersection.”

There were two additional scraping impacts on the roof plates. Ardo could clearly hear the dreadful,
screeching voices of the Mutdisks as they dithered about the rooftop. He glanced at Jans across from
him. The man was swegting profusaly, his eyesfixed on the transceiver as though somehow he could
crawl through the device and somehow join the distant voice on the other side.

“Transit epsilon four-three-three clear to proceed to pad ten . . .”

“ Control, thisisVixenholding at Ta-shua. What' s the delay? I’ ve got to see the base commander
and...

“Vixen,you are cleared to land. Report at outer marker. Over.”
“What about my brother? | don’'t know . . .”
Jans gritted histeeth. Another voice came across the com channel, not nearly so detached.

“Marz, for the last time, he's probably already off-planet in an unreported transport. Get your
ass down out of the sky right now.”

“ Copy that, sir! Vixenon final appr . . . repor . . . outer mark . . .”

Ardo glanced at Littlefield, whispering. “The transmisson’ s bresking up?’
“The Mutdisks,” Littlefild sghed. “ They’ re playing with the antenna dishes.”
“ .. .final appr ... tand by.”

“...oger . ..angtepsilonfour-three. . . earedfor . . . mediate departure pad seven-left. Vixen,
taxi left to platform seven-three for shutdown.”

“ Roger, control. Vixentaxiing to platform seven-three.”
Breanne pointed to her ear and then toward the celling. Ardo strained to hear.
The scraping sound had stopped.

Littlefield put his thumbs together and moved his hands like flapping wings. Breanne shrugged and shook
her head, her eyebrows knitted together in doubt.

Ardo unconscioudy held his breath. He was concentrating so hard on the sounds overhead that he did
not notice Merdith’s nudge until her second try.

She was pointing toward Tinker Jans.



Ardo could see a once that the man was in bad shape. His pale skin glistened with sweat. He was
physicaly shaking, hislips moving as he spoke to himsdlf. His eyes werefixed on the transmission
console just afew steps from the base of the command idand.

“Transit kappa oh-seven-five cleared for immediate departure.Vixenwhat is your status?”
“Arethey gone?’ Littlefield hissed.

Breanne shook her head. She did not know.

“ My load has disembarked, control. I’m clean.”

“ Roger, Vixen.Shut down and proceed to platform five-right. Report to the section chief there for
embarkation and departure.”

“No!” Janswhimpered. “Don’t leave me herel”
“Don’'t leave me alone!” Melani wept. Ardo froze.
“Vixen,roger that. Shutting down . . .”

“ NO!H

Jans hauled himsdlf up in asingle movement. Ardo lunged for him, but he wastoo late. The engineer
propelled himsdf through the gap between the consoles of the command idand, running across the floor

plates.

“Quick! Stop him!” Breanne snapped.

Ardo sprang to hisfeet, clearing the access ladder in ajump, but he could not reach the engineer.
Tinker Jans swept up the dangling communications microphone and keyed the transmit button.

“Tegid It'sJang I'm here! Don't leave me! I'm back at the base at Scenic! They left me behind,
they—"

Ardo had no timeto think as he ran across the floor. When he reached Jans, he smply drew back his
combat suit fist and launched it at the engineer’ s head.

The power-enhanced, armored glove did itsjob well. Jansfell unconsciousto the floor.

“Jans! Jans! I’'m coming to get you! Just hold onand . . . hey! Let go of me! That’s my brother out
there! You can't—'

Shattering windows drowned the words out. The transparent panes exploded into the room.
Ingtinctively, Ardo ducked away from the cascading crystal. He heard the sudden chattering of automatic

firein theroom.

Above the screeching, Ardo heard Breanne s unmistakable voice filling the com channel. “Openfire!
Openfireand kill them dl!”



CHAPTER 18
JAWS OF VICTORY

ARDO DOVE BACK TOWARD THE COMMAND ISLAND, ingtinctively arming hisrifle. He was
dtill rolling upright when he began discharging hisweapon.

Three Mutdisks launched themsalves through the framework of the shattered windows. Their purplish
wings were shredded on the remaining shards, but the creatures were oblivious to the damage they were
inflicting on themsalves. There was madnessin thearr flat, blood-brown eyes: mindless, relentless, and
deadly. Ear-piercing screams erupted from their wide, gaping mouths as they charged.

“Keepfiring! Keepfiring!” Breanne shouted through the com channel. Ardo was happy to oblige. His
gaussriflejoined the hail of death erupting from the guns on the command idand just behind him.

Wing membrane, cartilage, skin, muscle, al exploded in shreds from the ugly beasts asthey fanaticaly
moved forward. The wet pieces dammed againgt the panels, celling, and floor, exploding into acrid
smoke. Within seconds the entire command chamber wasfilled with the swirling, thick stench that even
the outside wind, now howling through the shattered windows, could not dissipate.

Ardo continued to press hisfire. He could see the nearest Mutalisk open its mouth, its jaw muscles
working. He had a glimpse of fanglike projections on either sde of its massive jaw.

It's attacking, Ardo suddenly redlized. He doveto his|eft.

A gush of bat-winged abominations disgorged from the cresture’ s maw toward the base of the
command idand where Ardo had just squatted. The sightless creatures splayed againgt the metdl,
erupting on impact. Thefloor plates melted away in aterrible, high-pitched squed. The Mutalisk shifted
the fowl stream, attempting to follow Ardo, but the Marine was too quick for the creature. His feet under
him, he sprang forward toward the alcove of the elevator door.

The deadly eruption continued to follow him, the Mutalisk now fixed on Ardo asitsonly thought. The
vomited creatures dammed in aline across the floor, the plates dissolving like water under their impact.
Acrid smokefilled the room, making it difficult for Ardo to breathe with hisfaceplate till up. He
scrambled toward the elevator acove. The curved door was closed. To the left and right of the elevator
were the raised platforms above the control stations. There was no other cover. He was running out of
placesto hide.

He reached the devator bay and dammed his hand against the call button. He turned quickly, his open
pam repeatedly smashing down on the button. He glimpsed the hellish rush of winged abominationsissue
from the Mutalisk’ s maw, evaporating metd in agtraight linetoward him.

Suddenly the Mutalisk’ s horrible attack stopped. Ardo looked up. The head of the Mutalisk exploded
under astream of tracer fire from the command idand. Bits of the creature rained down around the room.
Severd greasy piecesimpacted on Ardo’ s battle armor, the creature s latent acid clawing at the metal
fabric of the suit. Ardo yelled incoherently as he brushed the pieces away quickly with his gloved hands.
His suit was badly pocked, but he did not think anything had burned dl the way through.

His pursuer fel heavily to the floor, the impact dmost immediately dissolving the plates beneath him. A
gaping, smoking holewas dl that was eft of the place where the cregture fell asit burned down through



the deck. By the sounds coming from thefissure, it was till burning its way down through severa decks
of the Command Center.

Ardo, his back to the elevator door, raised hisweapon again. He searched desperately through the
smoke swirling madly about the room, but he had lost Sight of his companions. For that matter, he
suddenlyrealized, the weapons from the command idand had gone Silent.

“Lieutenant?’ Ardo asked tentetively.

Overhead, Ardo could still hear the tac-com channel.” . . . Repeat, Vixen,return to base at once. That
isadirect order!”

“Jans! Hold on! Tegisisontheway! I'mcomin’ for ya, kid!”

Marz! Ardo redized. He must have gotten the message! He was inbound right now. All they had to do
was. ..

Ardo swallowed. All they had to do was be here.

The rotating emergency lights flashed through the swirling, acrid smoke. Jans might just be histicket out
of here, he suddenly redlized. If everyone on the command idand were dead, then he could pull Jans out
to the Dropship. He could tell Tegisthat he had been left behind, too. What the hell did he care about the
mission or that damn box! If he could get off-world then maybe he could find away out of the resoc
tanks and make hisway back to Bountiful. Maybe he could get hislife back al over again and to hell
with the Marines and their Confederacy! Then, maybe he could find out if hislife had been alie. Maybe,
just maybe, Mdani was dill there somewhere, looking for him, waiting for him. Maybe, just maybe. . .

Ardo shouldered hisweapon. The smoke was till thick in the room, but Ardo remembered where Jans
had fallen. He quickly began picking hisway across the gaping riftsin the floor. Jans had falen
somewherenear the transmitter console to the left of the command idand. If he could just get there before
anyone noticed him, he could sip out AWOL in the confusion and then use Jansto get off thisrock. He
could quit this damn Confederacy and its Marines and get back hislife.

The Marine moved with awary anticipation. There were ftill at least two more Mutalisks out there
somewhere. Maybe they were dead but more likely they were lurking nearby.

“ Scenic Base, thisistheVixenfive miles out from the marker! Jans, please respond! Jans! Please
respond. .."

Ardo reached Jans. The tech was ill out cold where Ardo had decked him.

Something struck the side of his combat helmet. Ardo did not noticeit at first, but it wasfollowed by a
second light impact.

Ardo quickly grabbed his weapon and swiveled toward the command idand. Heart suddenly racing, he
saw Lieutenant Breanne through the swirling smoke, crouching next to the map table. Merdith was just
behind her. Littlefield crouched on the other side of the map table.

Breanne signded for Ardo to hold his position. She then pointed her first two fingerstoward her own
eyes and then pointed at Ardo.



Ardo understood the standard signal and looked once more around the compartment. The smoke was
quickly clearing from the room. Acid had clearly damaged many of the consoles, and there were severa
melted troughsin the room. Smoke still poured from the hole burned by the fallen Mutalisk, but otherwise
the room appeared clear. Ardo looked back at Breanne and shook his head.

Breanne nodded a curt acknowledgment and then pointed down at the technician.

Ardo looked down quickly. There was anasty bruise coloring arather large knob risng on the side of
his head. He certainly didn’t envy the man the headache he’' d have later . . . if hewoke up. Ardo redlized
with astart that he did not actudly care if the man ever woke up, aslong as he could use him to get on

that Dropship.
Ardo looked back at Breanne and held out his hand palm down and level. Stable, he signaled.

Again, Breanne nodded. She pointed at Jans, then at Ardo, and then signaled the Marine toward the
devaor.

He had forgotten about the elevator! Ardo glanced behind him. The curved door had rolled back and
the eevator itsalf now stood open and ready for them. He nodded again toward Breanne. He reached
down and grabbed the unconscious technician by the collar of hisfatigue jacket and began to drag him
dowly acrossthe floor toward the waiting elevator. His eyes were fixed on the little compartment,
brightly lit and welcoming.

“Jand It sMarZz! I'mamileout . ..”

Ardo glanced through the broken panes of the command deck. In the distance, to the west, he couldjust
make out the Dropship: adot silhouetted against the multiple contrails of Confederacy transport ships
reaching into the sunset beyond.

“Don’'tyou...orrybroth...be...ithyou...ustafew...”

Something bright fell between him and the elevator, splashing againgt the floor plate.
It was smoking whereit landed.

Ardo quickly looked up.

A ribbon of molten silver ran in aragged arc across the ceiling. Its curve continued toward itself,
circumscribing acirclein the ceiling directly above the command idand.

“Lieutenant! Movel Now!” Ardo screamed into the com channd.

Breanne and Littlefield looked up at the sametime. The structura cross supports were melting under the
rain of acid. Already they could hear the low groan of the metd giving way under its own weight.

They needed no further urging. Breanne leaped over the console bordering one side of theidand.
Littlefield grabbed Merdith’sarm and ran for the stairs. He propelled her ahead of him, launching
Merdith toward the catwalk around the room'’ s perimeter before jumping clear himsalf.

With awrenching groan, the celling of the Operations Room gave way, crashing downward toward the
command idand. Theweight of the celling hull plates and cut structural supports crushed theidand



consoles with athunderous sound. The entirecommunications antennafarm came crashing down withiit,
twigting into a barely recognizable tangle as the heavy hull plating did down off the wrecked idand and
againgt the acid-weakened floor plates.

Ardo pulled furioudy on Jans, trying to stay out of the way of the massve avaanche of writhing metd.
The technician, however, was beginning to struggle againgt him as he regained consciousness.His timing
islousy,Ardo thought, but he needed this man to make his escape from this hell.

“Get ready!” Breanne shouted. “They’re herel”

Breanne had dready rolled painfully to her feet. A deep gash on her shoulder was bleeding fredy
through atear in her combat suit. Littlefield was on the other side of the ruined idand with Merdith. Ardo
could seethe two of them moving, trying to get around the wreckage to the elevator.

It was then that he spotted them: winged shapes rushing down through the ragged opening in the celling.
The Mutalisks had carved anew way into the Command Center, scattering the humans from their
protective cover. The prey were in the open now and vulnerable.

Ardo released Jans quickly beside him. They were at the open elevator. The now listless body lay
across the threshold so asto keep the elevator door from closing again. It was dl that the Marine had
time to do before raisng hiswegpon.

Merdith struggled to her feet, glanced up and screamed—more out of honest surprise than fear, Ardo
supposed. It was hard to think of that woman being truly afraid of much of anything. Whatever the
reason, Ardo noted it got their attention. The remaining Mutdisks dove down through the opening, sailing
into the room en masse.

Breanne did not wait. Her assaullt rifle began chattering away at once, damming the winged nightmares
into the wreckage. Two of them had impaled their wings on the twisted spikes of the broken antennae
and support frames. They writhed and screamed in outrage againgt the indignity of being knocked out of
the air, tearing themsdlves againgt the sharp edges of thetorn metd.

Ardo had no timeto concern himself with Breanne' sfight, however. A leathery darkness of hisown
rushed toward him with impossible speed. He opened up with his own wegpon, knocking it, too, out of
theair. The creature refused to stop, however, and began writhing itsway across the ruined floor. Ardo
shredded itswings, blasting away at the membrane with deliberate effort. Some cool part of hismind
took over, apart that he thought he would like to forget but that stepped forward now to save him when
he needed it. Ardo ran as hefired, out of the alcove and toward histarget. It continued to press toward
him, relentless and heedless of the damage it wastaking. Ardo continued to eat away at the creature' s
wings A few more feet should do it,he thought. Ardo stepped dightly to hisleft.

The Mutdisk suddenly coiled, then sprang.

Ardo waswaiting. He shifted hisfire the moment the Mutaisk attacked. The stream of dugsfrom his
rifle dammed againgt the chest bone of the Mutalisk, pushing it backward in midair and over the gaping
chasm its brother had burned through the floor before him.

The Mutalisk flapped itswings but there waslittle left of them to catch the wind. It screamed in outrage
asit tumbled down through the hole. Ardo stepped forward, shifting the stream of hisfire now to the
head as well asthe chest and felt Strangely satisfied.



“Thou shalt not kill . . .”

“Aneyefor aneye...”

“ Love those that hateyou . . .”

A wave of nausea passed over him, but he could not stop—would not stop. He shifted fire once more
toward the Mutalisks till struggling to reach Breanne. Their combined fire was quickly shredding the
beasts. Caught in the metd framework of the antennag, their own acid blood was working against them.
Every wound ate into the meta around them, meting it and causing the antennae to collgpse down on
them even further, pinning themin place.

“Run! Merdith, run now!”

Ardo turned quickly toward the sound. It was Littlefield.

The sergeant was blasting away at aMutdisk of hisown, but it was dangeroudy close. Ardo could see
from where he sood that the shower of acid from the gpproaching creature was egting into Littlefield’'s
armor.Merdith was behind him. They were both on the opposite side of the Command Center.

Littlefield’ s own stream of fire was ripping through the beast, showering the debris between them with
smoking bits of ichor.

Merdith started to run, but the Mutalisk shifted toward her. Littlefield quickly darted between them,
continuing hisfire. The beast dithered toward them.

Ardo shifted fire from his own dying targets, but hesitated in frustration. The Mutalisk was between him
and Littlefidd. If he began firing onit, hewould risk not only hitting both Merdith and Littlefield but
gpraying them with acid from the disintegrating cresture. He ydled, “ Littlefield! Get out of the way!”
Ardo could see the sweat beading on Littlefield s forehead.

The sergeant glanced at him, grinned, and then leaped directly toward the Mutalisk. Burying hiswesgpon
inthe gut of the creature, Littlefield reached out with hisfree hand and gripped the monster by the throat.
Enraged, the Mutalisk coiled itsrazor-edged tail around Littlefield.

“No!” Breanne roared.

“Run!” Littlefied shouted, hisvoicerising in agony. “Run, Merdith!”

The Mutdisk was coming gpart under Littlefidd’ sfire. The acid pouring from its body was melting the
sergeant’ s combat suit, merging the two bodies hideoudy.

Merdith, the color drained from her face, ranaround the wreckage in the center of the room. She joined
Ardo on the far sde but could not bring herself to look.

Breanne moved up, shouting, screaming. “ Get away, Littlefield! Let go and get away!”
Littlefield’ sweapon continued to fire. Ardo thought surely the flesh from his hand had been eaten away

by now. Perhaps only the melting armor of the suit kept the gun firing. The Mutalisk stopped struggling as
the pool of acid formed beneath them.



Thefloor plates groaned once more, and Sergeant Littlefield with his defeated foe vanished from view.

Ardo was shaking so hard that he found it difficult to hold on to hisweapon. Outside they could hear a
different scream, more familiar and higher pitched.

Merdith looked up toward the sound and then shouted, “ L ook!”

The Dropship. TheValkyrie Vixenhovered thirty feet away, its engines shrill and beautiful to their ears.
Ardo sucked in aragged breath and turned around. Jans was leaning up against the sde of the elevator,
dazed but with his eyes open. Ardo stepped gingerly over to him across the buckled floor plates and
pulled himto hisfeet. “Mider, it' stime you got usthe hdl out of here.”

They moved quickly toward the remains of the window. Ardo could see Marz through the cockpit
canopy.

Breanne breathed out and then spoke. “We releaving.”

Merdith, standing beside her, seemed troubled. “Lieutenant, how many of those winged horrors did your
sentries report inbound when dl of this sarted?”’

“Eight. Why?’
“Wall, did any of your sentriesreport any kills?| mean, | don't think I .. ."

Breanne' s eyes went wide. She turned to the Dropship and began waving at him. She was shouting.
“Get out! Go around!”

He was smiling and waving back.

“No! Damnit! Get out!” Breanne shouted, waving more emphaticaly. “What the hdl isthetactical
channd?1 can’'t seem to raise him on the—"

“Oh, nol” Merdith breathed.

The remaining three Mutalisks soared up over the command center. Marz wastoo intent on finding his
brother to notice. By the time he redlized they were on him, the Mutalisks were dready disgorging their
spawn into the engine intakes and againgt the canopy.

Breanne raised her wegpon and began firing. Ardo joined her, but it wastoo little and too late.
Desperately, Marz throttled open the engines and the unsuspecting M utaisks were sucked into the
intakes. The acid flowed into the engines, separating turbine blades from high-gpeed shafts. In moments

the Dropship began tearing itself gpart.

Marz managed to get hisVixenonly a hundred yards to the west before it exploded, sending shards
raining down throughout Scenic Outpost. It crashedinto the ravine just west of the base, burning furioudy
asthe hypergolic tanks collgpsed.

Beyond the thick column of smoke, Ardo saw more Confederacy transports arch gracefully into the sky,
their contrails glowing salmon-orange againgt the crimson horizon of the setting sun.



There were not nearly as many as he had seen before.

CHAPTER 19
DEBTS

ARDO STOOD IN SHOCK. HISMIND DID NOT WANT to register what he had just seen.
Suddenly, it seemed hard to breathe. He began gulping down long, shuddering breaths. What was there
left to do?

He turned to face Lieutenant Breanne. Her eyes were staring unfocused at the burning hulk beyond the
perimeter as though she were seeing completely throughiit.

“Lieutenant?’ Ardo spoke quietly, somehow afraid to disturb her. “What do we do now?’

Breanne blinked. She did not—could not—look in hisdirection. “We. . .1 ...l don't...know.I..."”
“What do | do, Lieutenant?’ Ardo repested, his voice shaking with an anger that was welling up from
deep within him. “Give meanorder, Lieutenant! Tell mewhat todo, Lieutenant! How do Ifix this for you,

Lieutenant!”

Breanne turned toward Ardo. Her eyes werewatery and unfocused. “1 think . . . maybe Littlefield would

“Littlefidd isdead, Lieutenant!” Ardo’ s voice wasloud and shaking. The beast that always seemed caged
somewherein the back of hismind broke free, ydling into the face of his superior officer. “He sgone! He
can't help you out of thisone, Lieutenant! He' s not going to save you. He' s not going to make you look
good. And he mogt definitely isn't going to keep you divethistime! It syou, Lieutenant, here and now!
You givethe orders! Y ou show usthe way out of—"

“ Bernelli to command.”

Thetacticd channd was il functioning. Berndlli’ svoice cut through some intermittent Static.

Ardo stared at Lieutenant Breanne, waiting.

Breanne swallowed, beads of sweat forming on her forehead and among the bristle of her short-cropped
hair.

“Bernédlli to command; Come in, command.”

Ardo grimaced and keyed the channel open on hisown suit. “Berndlli,” he replied curtly. “The lieutenant
specificaly ordered everyoneto stay off this channd.”

“Not much need, now, Ardo. They're leaving.”
“What?’

“The Zerg. They're moving on past us to the west. The whole line of them just passed us right



up.”

“That doesn’t make sense,” Ardo mused over the channdl.

“ Sense or not, that’ s what they' re doing.”

“He' sright, Melnikov.” It was Médlish’svoicethistime” I’m watchin’ * em through the bunker. They
went by us like a line of locusts and left us behind. I’ ve got a good eye on ’ em through these field
glasses and they're all dlitherin’ off to the west. | guessthey're all lookin’ forward to a night on

the town.”

Ardo blew softly through hislips. Mar Sara City wasto the west, now abandoned by the Marines and
essentialy defensdless.

“Cutter, thisisMenikov. I’m with the lieutenant in Operations—or what’ sleft of it. Where are you?’

“1I"min Bunker Four on the southwest perimeter. What the hell happened up there? Where's
Littlefield and the lieutenant?”

“Get up here onthe quick,” Ardo snapped without explanation. “The, uh, lieutenant needs you.”

“Yeah, well, if the lieutenant needs me, shecan ask for me, and not some snotty-nosed,
trigger-happy preemie of a—’

“Cut the crap, Cutter,” Ardo barked. “Lieutenant wants you here, somove!”

“On my way,” Cutter responded in acold tone.” If nothing else, I'd be interested in seeing you. |
hope you’ ve kept that woman warm for me, preemie. I’ m sure she'll be glad to see amenafter
having to put up with you.”

Ardo angrily keyed histactical communications to Off, then turned toward the elevator bay. “I’m sorry,
Merdith. I'll seeto it that Cutter doesn’t bother—"

The evator door was closed. Theindicator lights on the pand in the a cove showed the lift descending.
A fedling of dread rushed over Ardo.

Merdith was gone.
Ardo cast his eyes quickly around the room. Thefalen section of the overhead hull now sat at an
awkward angleto the floor. The consoles on the left side of the command idand were crushed nearly to

thefloor plates by itsweight, but the right Sde remained elevated. Ardo quickly made hisway acrossthe
buckled and acid-torn floor plates.

“Menikov?’ Breanne spoke as though she were just waking up. “Damn it! What the hell are you
doing?’

“It was gtting on the floor just afew feet from me,” Ardo muttered as he leaned forward peering
between the consoles on the right side.

The box was gone, too.



Ardo roared, his voice awordless expression of animal outrage. He glanced at the elevator. Too long,
he redlized. He d never catch her that way. He turned and pulled himself up the short ladder to the
catwalk that now was aripple of bent meta around the room. Grasping the open pane of one of the
shattered windows, he pulled himsdlf forward into the howling wind and looked down.

Thedark, curving hull dropped away below him in the fading twilight. Pools of light emanated dimly from
the windows of the Command Center and from the anticollision markersthat blinked mournfully from the
various equipment pods jutting from the main hull. Just beyond the curve of the hull, alarge bright patch
of yellow light extended from the main doors of the Command Center across the small patchof
compressed dirt between the dark patchwork of the base buildings.

There, along shadow emerged. It was cast by asingle, smdl femae figure struggling to run with aheavy
case.

Ardo glanced at the power indicators just below thelip of hishemet. He had not yet dipped into the
power reserve. It would be plenty to catch up with her.

In asngle movement, Ardo pulled himsdf through the window opening and began running down the
dope of the Command Center. His booted footfals rang againgt the hull as he made hisway down the
various sensor armatures around the hull. Such a suicidal dash would have been impossible without the
combat suit, but despite the whine of the servosin complaint of the abuse, he quickly made hisway down
the ever-increasing dope of the outer hull. Merdith was running west toward the factory unit. Ardo
checked her position as he ran. Within moments the dope became too steep to support him, but he was
aready within twenty feet of the ground. He held on to a protruding thruster pod for amoment, then
jumped into theair.

He landed hard, rolling on the ground as histraining had taught him. The suit absorbed most of the
impact, the servos whining as herolled to hisfeet and set off in pursuit at adead run.

Turning the corner, Ardo saw an array of vehiclesin front of him. Each had been parked outside of the

automated factory that had churned them out on demand, only to be abandoned. The evening wind was

whipping blinding dust between the various SCV's, ground support trucks, and aline of enclosed Vulture
cydes.

Ardo stopped. She wasin there somewhere, he knew. All he had to do wasfind her.

The wind was howling around his head, but he turned up the external audio sensors anyway. He
switched the tactical channel to Standby. He knew Breanne would start asking after him soon enough,
and he did not want the distraction.

Ardo moved dowly forward through the machines, stepping carefully and quietly. He thought absently
how amazing it was that as complicated apiece of military hardware as a battlesuit was, it could still
move with deadly quiet when required. He raised and readied his weapon. He knew that he was
perfectly willing and able to shoot Merdith through the head if necessary—and quite possibly eveniif it

wasnotnecessary.

The sand-obscured SCV's stood as till as sentindls. The armored titans were just over ten feet tall. Ardo
wove hisway between them smoothly, hisrifle a the ready.

Something creaked in the wind to his right. He spun around, hisrifle quickly leveled in the direction of
the sound. The vison augmentation in his closed faceplate illuminated the culprit at once: an open



maintenance hatch on an SCV leg flapped in thewind. He turned back again on hisragged course,
picking hisway forward.

An engine turned over with agonizing downess somewhere just ahead of him. Ardo amiled thinly to
himsalf and stepped smoothly around another SCV that was blocking hisline of Sght.

It was ahauler, atruck nearly astall asan SCV. The chassis was suspended between six massive
balloon tires, three on aside. The control cab jutted out from the front. Ardo could just make out the
glow from the caly’ s windows through the wind-whipped sand.

Getting into the cab was something of a problem. One had to climb up avertical ladder to get to one of
the side hatches. He could do it in the combat suit, of course, but he suspected the lieutenant would
prefer Merdith dive. A direct assault was not the best way to achieve this objective. He suddenly had a
better idea. Smiling to himself, he made hisway around to the back of the vehicle, being careful to stay
out of the Sght lines from the extended mirrors on either side of the control cab. Then he ducked down
and began crawling down the length of the truck chassis. Halfway down, he heard the low agony of the
starter motor once again. He began to hurry. The engine sputtered twice, then died.

Under the cab, Ardo dowly brought himsdlf into a crouch just below the driver’ s-side door. He could
see shadows moving in the cab, heard various switches being toggled and Merdith’ slow mutters.

Ardo quickly stood up and wrenched open thedriver’ s-side door. With hisfree hand he grabbed the
astonished Merdith by the arm, intent on pulling her out of the cab and throwing her to the ground.

Ardo jerked Merdith from the driver’ s seet in asingle motion, his combat suit bringing him incredible
srength. The woman tumbled out of the cab, her hands desperately fastening on Ardo’ s grip. Her flailing
legs kicked againgt the truck cab, pushing Ardo unexpectedly backward with additional momentum.
Ardo fell away from the cab, dragging the panicked Merdith with him.

Both of them tumbled to the ground. Ardo quickly rolled to hisfeet, hisweapon aready in hand by the
time he was sanding. Merdith lay painfully on the ground, groaning in thewind at hisfeet.

“Get up,” hesaid. “You're going back.”
Merdith looked up, gasping for air.
“You remy prisoner,” he said flatly, raising his wegpon.
“Prisoner?’ she coughed, her words derisive. “ Prisoner of what?”
“Prisoner of the Confederacy,” Ardo explained dutifully.
Merdith snorted derisively. “That makes two of us.”
“Shut up!” Ardo growled.
“Ligten, I’ ve been monitoring the com traffic from here.” Merdith pointed up to the cab of the truck.
“The Confederacy forces are done with their evac, soldier-boy. Hell, they’ re probably aready out of the

system by now.”

“Sowe |l find another uplink!” Ardo was beginning to swest. “We Il call for an evac. They’ll come back



and—"

Merdith snapped. “Wake up, Ardo! We resupposedto bedead! Y ou think that nuke just dropped out of
the sky on itsown? We were al supposed toeatthat nuke, soldier-boy! CHQ sent you and your pals out
there to find me and my box—that goddamn poison box—and the moment they knew you had it they
called offyour evac and lobbed a big one with you and me and that box as ground zero. They knew your
Situation top to bottom. They set you up. The only reason they sent you out there was to find me and that
lousy box anddiewith it!”

“We'resoldiers, lady.” Ardo’ sfaceflushed red. “ Soldiersdie! It'sourjobto diel”

“No.” Merdith’ s voice lowered but remained intense. “It isyour job tofight. Y ou fought today and we
lived. CHQ cut you off without aprayer and youstill fought and youstill lived. Make no mistake about it,
Ardo. Asfar asthey are concerned we are al dead and they prefer it that way. Jeez, theyplanned itthat
way! No oneis supposed to know about thisbox. If you show up with it at CHQ, they’ [| make sure that
you'redl awholelot deader than theythinkyou are now.”

“Shut up! Why the hdll can’'t you justshut up?”

She pleaded with him over the screaming wind. “Don’t throw away your life on phantoms, soldier-boy!
The Confederacy lied to you, robbed you of yourlove, your family, and your entire past. They sent you
hereto do adirty job for them, and once you did it they casualy tried to murder you. Underneath all that
programming and brainwashing and ‘ socid reconditioning’ thereis till aman—Ardo Menikov—who
deservesto havealifeand to liveit.” Merdith sghed into the wind. “ There must be something left deep
ingde of that noble boy who wasraised by loving parents.”

Ardo blinked. He was sweating, and the combat suit cooling systems did not seem to be hel ping. “What
... what are you suggesting? What are you saying?’

Merdith nodded, their eyeslocked. “I'm saying we get out. They think we' re dead—Iet’ sjust leaveit
that way. We get off-planet and find anew life somewhere else and | et someone el se do the dying for
lJSI”

Ardo smiled sadly. “And just how are we supposed to leave? Wak? The Confederacy |eft. They took
thelast of the commercid transportswith them. Eveniif | said yes, evenif | trusted you, there’' sno way
off thisrock.”

Merdith stepped forward, smiling. “ Oh, yes, | think there is one way off thisrock.”

Ardo raised hisgun dightly. Merdith took the hint and stepped back.

“The Sonsof Korhd,” shesaid levelly.

“The Sons of Korha?" Ardo snorted. “A handful of delusiond fanatics?’

“Yes” Merdith nodded, smiling. “Because afleet of trangport ships of those‘ delusiond fanatics isfive
hours out and inbound to this same rock right now. They’ll belanding here to evac anyone they
can—anyone who' s left—and, my good soldier-boy, | suspect they will be especialy anxious and
grateful to accept our ticket.”

Ardo shook hishead but didn’t say anything.



“Ardo, we give them that box and we' re off on thefirst flight out!” Merdith pressed her point fervently.
“All we haveto do is get out of herewith that box and stay alive for the next six hours. | know where
thereisan enclave, the last place the Zerg are going to move againgt. The Zerg will dmost certainly move
agang thecitiesfire.”

“What?’ Ardo suddenly redlized what she was saying.

“The enclave should be able to hold out until the fleet arrives. The citieswill dow the Zerg advance so
we || have enough timeto—"

“Thecities?’ Ardo was suddenly gavanized by his own thoughts. “ Civilians being daughtered by those
nightmares—thousands of them—and al you can do is count them by the number of minutes that they

buy foryour escape?’
Merdith swallowed hard. “We al have to make sacrifices, Ardo. Sometimesthey’re hard, but . . .

Patriarch Gabittas was speaking to himin the seminary class. “ What profit it aman if he gain
the whole world and lose hissoul . . .”

Melani smiled at him under a golden sun.

“And 0 their sacrifice—thousands of lives—has meaning because you and your precious rebellion can
live?” Ardo shook with hisanger. “Littlefield gave hislifefor you! He stepped up and threw hislife down
so that you could live. 1sn't that enough? How many peopleisyour life worth, Merdith? Hundreds?
Thousands?’

Merdith’s eyes flashed. Ardo turned angrily and raised hisrifle overhead. With an outraged cry, he
smashed the buitt of the rifle through the lower window in the cab door. It didn’t seem to help. Hethrew
the weapon through the vacant pane into the cab with another howl. He turned back to Merdith, gripping
her shoulders roughly with both hands.

“What about my life, Merdith? How many peopleis my life worth? How many should die for me?’
Ardo’ sgrip tightened. Merdith winced in pain.

“What about my soul, Merdith? My soul ismine. No one can haveit. Not the Confederacy. Not your
precious rebellion. Y ou can't buy my redemption. What ismy life worth, Merdith? How many . . . how

many peoplecan | buy with my life?’

His father was reading to the family. “ And fear not them which kill the body, but are not able to
kill the soul: but rather fear him which is able to destroy both soul and body in hell.

Ardo stood frozen, transfixed.
Merdith looked up, dill in hispainful grip. “What isit?’

Melani stood in the field of golden wheat. She was handing him the box and reciting something
from Scripture.

“Please” Merdith grimaced. “Y ou're hurting me!”



“It is better that one man should perish than that a nation should dwindle and perish in unbelief .

Ardo suddenly let Merdith go. “How many shipsare coming?’

“What? Maybe a hundred—whatever they could scrape together, | guess—but they’ Il never reach the
atiesintime”

“No, but what if the Zerg didn’'t make it to the cities?” Ardo turned back to the truck as he spoke,
pulling open the door and climbing up into the cab. “ Thousands could be saved, couldn't they?’

“You can't stop the Zerg, soldier-boy!”

Ardo jumped back down from the cab.

In his hands he held the metal case.

“No, wecan't,” Ardo said. “But we might—just might—be able to dow them down.”

CHAPTER 20
SIRENS

“YOU ARE COMPLETELY OUT OF YOUR FRAGGED mind, you know that?’

Ardo looked around the Operations Room. The faces he saw looking back at him for the most part
seemed to be in agreement with Cutter’ s tatement.

A cascade of sparksrained down from the ceiling of the Operations Room. Tinker was outsidein an
SCV. The technician had managed to clear most of the broken antennae and sensor probes avay and
lifted the fallen section of the hull back up to where it belonged. Now he was welding additiond plating
over the acid cutsin the metd overhead to hold it dl in place and reinforce the structure.

Therest of the surviving detail had been called back into the Operations Room. Ardo wasfacing al that
remained of the platoon that had |eft that same morning—amorning that seemed to Ardo to beyearsin
the past. Private Melish sat wearily on the catwalk, hislegs dangling down over one of the console
covers.Hewas all that was left of Jensen’ s original squad and now apparently wanted to look anywhere
but at Ardo. Privates Berndlli and Xiang stood leaning back against the floor consoles opposite Mélish.
Xiang's eyes seemed unfocused and distant while Berndlli’ s gppeared to bore right through Ardo with
laser intengity. Lieutenant Breanne stood with her back turned to the room on the catwak behind Xiang
and Berndlli, her amsfolded across her chest. One might have thought that she was gazing out the till
broken window into the darkness beyond, but Ardo knew that she saw nothing out there and that her
mind was very much in the room.

Aswas Cutter, the mammoth idander in the plasma Firebat suit, who was having no trouble expressing
his views. He ssomped back and forth across the newly welded floor platesin front of the elevator bay.
“Y ou are absolutely meltdown fragged in the head!”

“Maybel am,” Ardo said, fingering the metallic case resting awkwardly on the bent floor of the



command idand next to him. Merdith was leaning against the back of one of the crushed panels of the
idand, her handsin the pockets of her jJumpsuit, her eyes cast down toward the floor in thought. “Maybe
| am, but | don't see that it makes much difference to us, and itmightmake alot of difference to someone
dse”

“Not much differenceto us?’ Cutter gaped. “Y ou want to turn that Zerg homing beacon on—drawevery
Mutalisk, Hydrdisk, and I-don’ t-know-what-lisk within athousand clicks right down on top of us—and
you figure we won'tcare?”

“That’snot what | said.” Ardo shook his head.
“By the gods, | hopenot!”

“What | said was, it won’ tmakemuch differenceto us.” Ardo set his combat helmet down on top of the
case and removed his combat gloves. “L ook, the Confederacy left usfor dead—hell, they flat-out
wantedus dead! They’re not coming back for useven if they knew we were here. They’ ve written off
this entire world—and every colonist onit. Just think, Cutter! The Confederacy’ slittle secret device here
calledthe Zerg down on thisworld. We ve got the proof right here in thisbox. Y ou think they want
anybody to know that they’ re responsible for the flat-out cue-baling of this entire planet?”

Bernelli spoke up. “Buit . . . but what about these Sons of Kohole or Korha or whoever. They got evac
ships coming. Can't we hook up with them?’

Ardo nodded. “We could barter with the Sons of Korhal. We could trade them this box and probably
find away off this planet, if anyone can. We d have to break through the Zerg front, find them, and make
the ded. But these Sons of Korhd have their own plan. The rescue shipsthey have coming certainly
aren't enough to evac the entire planet. It' sjust public relations—show some pictures of them rescuing a
few left behind. What they donotwant everyone to know, however, isthat they are aso responsible for
the Zerg coming here”

Xiang turned to Ardo suddenly. “The Korha bunch?1 thought that was a Confederacy gadget.”
Ardo turned to Merdith. “Tell them.”

Merdith squirmed uncomfortably. “It’ strue that you could make adedl with the Sons of Korhal—"

“No,” Ardo said, and Merdith winced at histone. “Tdl them who activated the device!”

Merdith continued to look at the floor. “ Some sacrifices have to be made for the continuation of the
Cause. The. . . atrocities of the Confederacy leave the rebellion no choice. . . ah. .. butto usethe
device againg further Confederacy aggression. By using their own weapon againgt them—"

“By the gods, Menikov!” Xiang was shocked. “It's mass murder! Planetary genocide!”

Merdith looked up, her eyesflashing. “The Sons of Korhd have alegitimate clam to—"

Méllish spat on the floor in disgust. “ Oh, shut up, lady! The Sons of Korha don’t give a shit about the
civilians any more than the damn Confederacy does. Near as| can tell, they'rejust the flip sde of the

same coin—and just astarnished.”

Ardo shook his head sadly. “And when thisisall over, this Korha bunch certainly won't want us



breathing any more than the Confederacy will. The Confederacy may have made the box, but it wasthe
Sons of Korha who opened it. We know what happenedhere and how many died . . . because of both
sdes” Hesighed. “No, boys, we'redl dead. About the only thing left for usto decide ishowwe die and
what we diefor.”

“Wadl, isn't that apretty speech,” Cutter sniffed, hislarge nogtrilsflaring. “ So you're al hero and
sacrifice, are you, Menikov? |’ ve seen just how much of ahero you are, boy! Y ou were perfectly willing
to sacrifice Wabowski back there at Oasis—plenty willing, by my reckoning! Now you'real the big man
wanting to sacrifice the rest of ugl”

“There sfamilies out there, Cutter.” Berndli sounded tired. “Women and children . . .”

“Yeah, and some of them are mine!” Cutter’ s deep black eyes were wide and watery. “But | didn’t Sign
upfor thig”

“Seemsto me you wanted afight when you landed on thisrock,” Mdllish added, hiswordsrising in tone.
The private did not care for Cutter in the least. “Now you' re looking for the back door?’

“Cutter never took aback door in hislife, sster! Give me astand-up fight! Bring’emon and I'll est their
hearts for breakfast. Butthis,”—Cutter pointed angrily at Ardo— thislatrine cleaner tlsmeto st ill
anddiefor abunch of civvies| have never met, who will never know what | did for them and probably
wouldn't giveashit eveniif they did! That’ sinsanel”

“So that’' swhy you're here, Cutter?” Ardo’ s frustration seeped into hisvoice. “Y ou want someone to
giveyou the credit? Throw you aparade or shed some tears? Isthat what’ simportant here, that you're
remembered as the hero? Innocent people are gonnadieout there, Cutter, and we' re the only oneswho
can help them, whether they know it or not!”

“I'm hereto find my brothers. They’re out there and I’ ve got to find them!”

Ardo was about to say something but stopped. Cutter’ s brothers. He had not thought about it much
before now, but if his own memories had been so blatantly tampered with and atered by the resoc tanks,
what had they done to the huge idander? Were his brothers even on thisrock? Did Cuiter, for that
meatter, in redity evenhaveany brothers? How could Ardo possibly ever explain that to the volatile
Marine?

Berndli sghed. “Wdll, if we' regonnadie, I'd liketo at least know it was for something more than my
penson.”

“Wdl, if'mgoing to die,” Cutter seethed, “it won't be because of thisbutt wipe. . . and it won't be
alone!”

Cutter moved so fast that Ardo had no time to react. In two quick steps the huge man crossed the floor
and wrapped hisright hand around Ardo’ sthroat.

Ardo tried to speak, but he was not able. The Firebat suit reinforced Cutter’ sintense grip. Ardo
struggled usdesdy. In moments bright stars began to burst in his vision and the world began to blur.
Everyone was shouting at once. Shadows movedaround the periphery of hisvision, but dl he could see
was the outraged face of the idander with murder in his eyes.

A voice. “Drop him! Drop him, now, Cuitter!”



Suddenly, Cutter released him. Ardo tumbled like a cloth doll to the floor, gasping for breath. He looked
up.

Lieutenant Breanne was holding her gaussrifle againgt Cutter’ stemple. “ Cutter, you want to save your
brothers?Y ou ever think that they might be part of those civilianswaiting for away out of this? Y ou ever
think that the only way you' re gonna have a chance of saving any of your brothersis by making sure
those Zerg don't reach the city before the transports?’

Cuitter blinked furioudy. His voice was low and quiet when hereplied. “No, maam. | .. .| hadn’t
thought of that.”

“Then stop trying to think,” Breanne screamed. Her voice was shrill and unnerving. “I’ [l think for you.
Y ou’ re notpaidto think!”

Breanne pulled the weapon back from Cutter’ s head and motioned him back with its muzzle. “1’ ve spent
alifetime fighting everyone ese swars, for other peopl€ sideals and other peopl€ s causes! Menikov is
right! Each of our lives could buy hundreds of others, maybe thousands. They’ll never know it, never
gopreciateit, but if | haveto die, let me die for something worthwhile!”

Breanne turned to the box and with quick, firmmotions, released the latches. The metallic box was open.

The lieutenant turned to the astonished facesin the room. “We have, by my rough estimate,
approximately an hour and ahalf before thefirst Zerg arrive. | suggest that we make use of thetime.”

Ardo was on hisfourth trip to the various bunkers. He wastired, but he knew that he would not have to
be tired much longer. There was a peace waiting for him that was long and permanent. He found that he
was rather looking forward to it. The teachings of hisyouth kept bubbling back to the surface of his
memory: tales of faith and hope and peace in an afterlife. Strange, he thought, to consider such things
herein the center of hell.

Tinker had been using the SCVsto congtruct severd new bunkers around the Command Center. This
would be the defensive coreinsde the outer perimeter. They would Start their defense on the outer ring,
taking ranged shots on the approaches to the base. When the Zerg threatened to overrun the outer
position, then the plan wasto fall back to the inner ring of linked bunkersfor thefind defense. After that,
they would hold on aslong asthey could . . . and hope that it was |ong enough.

Meanwhile, Méellish had taken a couple of the others out in an APC with every mine they could salvage
from the compound. Ardo had grinned when Méllish had come to him with theidea. Now the private
wasout happily sowing minesin a specific pattern around the compound as though he were afarmer
working the back forty. Ardo hoped Méllish would enjoy abumper crop from the seeds he was sowing.

Ardo busied himsdf in the factory manufacturing new ammunition for therifles. Breanne had even taken
Ardo’ s point about the Zerg never stopping for their wounded. It was afairly easy calibration. Rather
than the standard infantry rounds, he reprogrammed the replicator to produce hollow-point spread
rounds. Unlike their standard issue, these rounds would flatten and expand on impact with the target.
These were not designed to wound, but to kill and inflict as much damage as possible. Ardo waslooking
forward to seeing if they worked.

Tinker was gtill working on the south perimeter bunker as Ardo approached. Tinker had not said more



than ten words to anyone since his brother’ s Dropship went down. Ardo was more than alittle
concerned about the man, but there was no time to dedl with his problems at the moment—jperhaps no
time to deal with them ever. Ardo walked up to the low domed building and entered the open access
hatch.

Bunkerswere standard equipment for SCV manufacture, and it could truly be said that once you had
seen one bunker, you had seen them dl. Their thick metal shell held sufficient quartersfor four, with
weapons ports on al sides. They were not the most comfortable of quarters, but they had the benefit of
being as safe a place as you could find on any Confederacy base. Once assembled, they were incredibly
difficult to take gpart. Just how difficult he was sure they were about to learn.

He stepped into the central compartment, loaded down with hisammo cases, and was surprised to see
Merdith staring out of one of the weapons ports.

“Oh, excuse me,” Merdith said. “I’ll get out of your way.”

“No, it'sal right.” Ardo set the boxes down and began stowing them under each of the weapons ports.
“You'renotrouble. If you're herefor the view, you' re looking in the wrong direction.”

“Yeah. | never was onefor being atourist.” Merdith laughed tiredly. Then she turned back to the port.
“Which way do you think they’ll comefirg?

“I don’'t know,” Ardo said, moving to stand next to her and gazing out acrossthe red plain. “ The last
units we saw were passing to the west. My guessit that they will be thefirst to arrive. I’ d look for
unwanted company coming from therefirs.”

Merdith nodded. A short silence passed between them.

“Hey, soldier-boy?’

“Yes, maam?’

“If I don't get achancetotdl you . . . | think what you've done hereis. . .” Her voicetrailed off.

Ardo glanced at her. “Iswhat?’

“I... 1 don't know. | wasgoing to say ‘good’ or ‘right’ but the words didn’t seem quite big enough.”
She rested her folded arms on the sill of the wegponsport, laying her head down on them as she spoke.
“Maybeeven. .. epic.”

Ardo laughed. “Epic?’

Merdith laughed, too. “Okay. Maybe not epic, either. Whatever it is, I'd liketo tell you thanks.”

“I wouldn't thank me, ma am. | just got usdl killed.”

“But how many more are going to live because of what we do here? |’ d never redly thought of it
before.” Merdith looked at him. “They may not say thank you. They may never know what happened

here or even who we were, but I’ [l say thanks for them.”

Ardo nodded, then thought for amoment. “Y ou know . . . I'm not even sure of who | am anymore. I've



been programmed and reprogrammed so many times that I’ ve forgotten who | was and why | was and
where | was even going. Y et there was dwaysmehere somewhere—that part of my soul that they could
never program over or take away. | used to fear that, but now it'sal | have to hang on to. Y ou helped
me find my soul, ma am, and for that, lwant to say thanksto you.”

Ardo reached down picked up anew gaussrifle, and tossed it over to Merdith. He said, “Y ou know
how to useit, don't you?’

Merdith caught therifle, then primed it expertly with asingle motion. “Y ou trust me with this?’
“Hey, if you kill oneofus;it just means there' s one less person to watchyour back!” Ardo smiled.
Merdith smiled back. “I’ [l have to be careful about that, won't 1?7

“I wish you had met Meani. | doubt you' d have had much in common, but she—"

“Meéllish reporting. I’ ve got a visual from the west. We' ve got company.”

Ardo grimaced. “They'reearly.”

CHAPTER 21
SEIGE

“ STAND BY, PEOPLE!” IT WASBREANNE'S VOICE over thetactica net.“ Outer perimeter firgt,
then fall back on my command to the inner perimeter. Flash status!”

Ardo keyed histac-com tranamit key twice. “Menikov, Outer Five, southwest.”
“Méllish, Outer Four, northwest! They' re comin’ hard and—"

“ Cut the chatter, Mellisn! Flash status!”

“ Xiang. I'm here. Outer Three, northeast.

“Bernelli at Outer Two. I'm. .. uh...I’msoutheast.

“ Cutter, Outer One, south, Lieutenant.”

“ Satus complete! Hold fire until they breach the outer mines. Report the breach, then open fire,
under stood?”

Ardo smiled. Even in the middle of a hopeless cause, Breanne was going to do this by the numbers. If
there was away todieby the numbers, he knew that she would do it, too.

“What isit?’ Merdith asked, seeing the look on Ardo’ sface.
Heleaned forward, his eyes narrowing as he peered out the firing ditsin the bunker.

“By the godsl Whatisthat?” Merdith bresthed in disbelief.



The horizon to the southwest was blurred, its crisp line smudged. It might have been asandstorm rolling
toward them, but Ardo knew it was something far more deedly.

Ardo opened the tac-com channel. “Lieutenant; Menikov. I’ ve got aline of Zerg approaching rapidly
from thewest . . . about three clicks out. | can’t make out the ends of theline.”

“Mellish here. | think | have the end of the line of advance here on about a two-ninety radial.
Hell, | didn’t think there were that many Zerg in the whole—"

“Thisis Cutter. | can’t seem to make out the end of the line on my end.”

“Ardo! What'sgoing on?’

The Marinelooked over at Merdith. “What? Oh,damn! Y ou don’t have atactical com set. That' sthem
coming now—alline of Zerg that just about covers the horizon and God only knows how deep they are

behind that line. That little box of yours apparently works alot better than | thought.”

“S0.” Merdith swallowed hard, her mouth suddenly dry. Her fingers gripped her rifle so hard they were
white. “What happens now?’

“Wewait for them.”
“Wait?' Merdith blinked. “Wait for what?’

“Wait until they hit the mine perimeters” Ardoshook his shoulders and rolled his head. He was tense,
and that was a bad way to go into battle. “Médlish and Bernelli sowed two perimeters of minefield around
the base. There' s one at athousand meters and a second at five hundred meters. They’ re acombination
of hopper and shape-charge mineswith heuristic sensor links—"

“Whoa, dower! They’ve got heuristic what?’

“Sensor links. The minestalk to each other on a dedicated, low-power network and learn from each
other what to look for in an enemy passing over them. The more they detonate, the smarter they get
about killing whatever crosses them. Then they can modify their own blast paiternsto maim more
effectively. We ve had to change their programming alittle. . .”

“Because you don't want them just to maim,” Merdith finished for him. She turned to gaze out the gun
port of the bunker. The hazy line was getting much closer. “Y ou want them to kill as many and as quickly
aspossible”

“That’sright,” Ardo replied, then leaned even closer to the gun port. “Incredible! Just listen to that.”
The low rumble was felt before it could be heard—a pounding of the ground that nervously shook
everything resting on top of it. In momentsit grew to audibility—thousands of Zerg rushing heedlesdy
toward them in an enraged fury. The ear-piercing screech of their voices punctuated the roar, chilling
Ardo to hisbones.

“ By the gods! What have we done?” Berndli ydled across the com channdl.

“Hold your firel” Breanne svoice crackled over the channd in response.” I’ ve got to know where



they hit the perimeter first!”

A single dull thud shook the bunker. Dust from the upper ammunition racks sfted loose toward the floor.
Ardo saw Merdith’ s eyes go wide. Then aquick succession of thuds rolled through the open ports.

“Bernelli here! Perimeter contact at radial two-twenty!”

The mine explosionsrattled in quick succession now, one nearly on top of the other. They were
sounding closer to Ardo.

“ They' re shifting!” Berndli shouted.” They' re coming left, Melnikov!”

Ardo quickly picked up hisfield glasses. He pushed Merdith back and pressed the glasses through the
rightmost gun port.

He could see them clearly now: asolid wall of Zerg writhing and squedling nearly athousand meters
away. Every kind of hideous nightmare of their kind seemed to be present, charging in hisdirection, and
then, as though heeding some unheard dance music, they al began shifting to theright.

The thudding explosions followed them. A wall of dirt, flame, and torn flesh surged into the air like a
continuous curtain of degth. Each Zerg initsturn charged forward, probing for the weak spot in the
perimeter, searching for the opening that humansaways|eft in the field through which they could passand
attack. Ardo smiled. He waslooking into the mind of his enemy and knew something it did not know:
that there was no opening through which they could pass because they knew they would never be
leaving.

“Menikov here!” Ardo shouted into the com channel over the thunderous barrage. “ They’ re throwing
their lead dements againg the perimeter. Moving eastward around the outer minefield. Cutter? Y ou got
’e,n?1

“Yeah, | see. Sveet Sster Sn! Look at 'em! They' re moving to surround the base! I’ ve never seen
so many ugly bastardsin my lifel Come to me, you sweet meat! I’'mdigging a pit just for you! 1’ll
roast you for dinner, you ugly—Heads up! Incoming!”

The curtain of destruction continued to explode before him, cutting off all sight of the Zerg beyond it.
Ardo frantically searched with hisfield glassesfor some sign of a breakthrough.

“ The towers have a lock! Weapons release!”

He heard it before he saw it. The rockets leaped from the defensive towers. Merdith’ s scream was
obliterated by thewail of the high-speed thrusters clawing their way toward the Zerg. Ardo followed their
trallsto their targets. Mutdisksin droves were soaring over the mine perimeter, their numbers nearly
blanking out the bright sky beyond. The rockets dammed into them, their bright blossoms burning into the
creatures with deadly accuracy. The beasts began faling like agrotesque rain on the perimeter area. A
few of them triggered mines of their own when they dammed into the ground, but Ardo noted with grim
satisfaction that the mines were aready recognizing these new targets as being dead when they landed
and were saving themsdlves for better and more threatening targets.

Suddenly, an amost deafening silence descended. The smoke and dirt around the perimeter began to
sHtle, itscurtain faling dowly back to earth.



Merdith and Ardo glanced at each other. The quiet after theinitid barrage was unnerving.

“It stopped them.” Merdith smiled, most giddy at the thought. “Ardo! It sincredible! Y ou stopped
them!”

Ardo lifted his glasses once more and tried to peer beyond the settling dust, smoke, and debris. He
could see them moving, shifting positions.

“Oh, damn,” Ardo’s voice shuddered as he spoke. “ They’ ve figured it out.”
Merdith looked desperately out of the gun port, trying to see what Ardo was seeing. “Figured it out?’

Ardo keyed open hiscom. “Melnikov here! They're spacing out! Get ready for it!” Then heturned to
Merdith. “Arm your wegpon! Thisisit! The Zerg are spacing themselves out so that the mineswill only
take out one of them at atime. Then they’ Il charge the minefield al the way around.”

Merdith’s jaw dropped. “You mean. .. That' ssuicide!”

“No,” Ardo said, quickly priming his own gaussrifle and laying its muzzle through the gun port. “That's
just the Zerg. They don't vaueindividud lives. That’ swhy they don’t bother with the wounded. They’re
cold and they’ re cunning, and they’ |l do whatever it takesto get to us and that box. They’ll throw
thousands of their warriors at us and won't think asecond thought. They know that they won't run out of
Zerg before we run out of mines.”

“They're bringing up the Zerglings!” It was Cutter’ svoice.” Guess they’ re wanting to keep the big
boys for after they’ ve cleared the minefield.”

“ Setting the mines to discriminate. We'll let the smaller ones through both perimeters for now
and concentrate the mines on the larger targets.”

“ Roger, Lieutenant. Here, kitty, kitty, kitty . . .”

Even with his unaided eyes, Ardo could see the changesin the Zergs athousand metersout. Thelarva
Zerglings were the smallest creatures known among the Zerg, the closest thing the monsters had to
children. Ardo thought bleskly that it was another clear difference between their races, but then
wondered if it was such adifference after al. Humans seemed equaly willing to throw their own youth
away onwar, and Ardo knew that he was ample evidence of that.

“ Here they come!” Bernelli announced, hisvoicerisng.” Make 'em count!”

The multilegged Zerglings began skittering across the blackened and pocked ground of the outer
perimeter. Ardo snapped shut his combat helmet, saw the targeting display come up at once, and began
aming hisgaussrifle at the nearest of the crestures.

The targeting was eerily effective. The laser designator pinpointed the location of Ardo’s shots. Thegun
jerked repeatedly with each shot as he shifted targets quickly from one Zergling to the next. The new
ammunition was doing itsjob well. The explosive-tipped bullets smashed open the carapace of each
approaching Zergling, blowing open the exit wound in ahorrific, deadly display.

“Whoo-ho! It'sa shootin’ gallery out here!”



“I"'mgoin’ for the high score today, Marines!”

How does this game end?Ardo thought. He continued to shift targets, but he wasfiring faster and faster
trying to keep up with the ondaught. It was like trying to push back thetide. The Zerglings continued to
comeinwave after wave. . . and they were nearing theinner minefield.

Ardo glanced at Merdith. Her weapon had a built-in-target designator. Her grip on the weapon had not
eased as shefired faster and faster.

Suddenly, adeafening, high-pitched shriek from athousand Zerg tore across the sand.
Shaken, Ardo’s eyeswent wide. “ They’re charging!”

The second line of Hydralisks thundered toward the outer minefield. Instantly the entire perimeter
exploded in a deafening cacophony of fury and death. The defensive towers erupted again aswell, the
Mutalisks driving forward at the sametime. Again the Mutalisk dead rained down, but their bodieswere
faling closer and closer to the outer walls of the base. Ardo could not be distracted, however. The
crawling carpet of Zerglings was crossing the inner minefield and was now only five hundred meters awvay
and closing quickly on the outer wall.

Ardo’ s gun suddenly went dry. He g ected the clip and dammed home another from the racks above
him. When he raised his weapon again, the Zerglings were within four hundred meters.

“Lieutenant! The Zerglings are about to passthe inner mines!” Ardo called out over his quick successon
of shots. “We re not holding”em!”

“You' ve got to hold! We need the mines for the bigger Zerg!”

The Zerglings were within ahundred meters. Closing in on the base, they were forced by their numbers
to come closer together, anearly solid carpet of scarablike locusts looking, in Ardo’s mind, to devour
Ardo personaly. Ardo switched hisrifle to automatic and began spraying the approaching horde
indiscriminately.

Hewas 50 preoccupied that he failed to register the thunderous sound of the mine detonations suddenly
dropping off in the distance beyond. It shocked him when in aflash they resumed, thistime only five
hundred meters out. Towering columns of smoke, dirt, and rock shredded the charging Zerg. Their
deafening roar surrounded the entire base asthey charged from al sdes smultaneoudy. The sun was
blotted out by the waves of destruction. The detonations, no longer distinguishable one from another,
now merged into one seemingly continuous demonic roar.

Stones and charred Zerg flesh began raining down on the bunker and the space beyond. Ardo continued
playing his deadly stream of explosive shells againg the Zerglings, who were now within afew meters of
the bunker. Beyond them, the demon wall of degth continued to march toward him, its sound shaking the
plates of the bunker and threatening to knock him off hisfeet. Thewall of mine explosonswas now
within ahundred meters of his postion.

Ardo knew that the minefield ended within eighty meters of where he stood.
“ Lieutenant! They're breaking through!”

“Fall back! Fall backnow!”



Ardo did not have to hear the order twice. He grabbed Merdith’sarm, quickly pulling her awvay from the
gun port. He shouted. “We gottagonow!”

Merdith stepped quickly back from the port. As she did, the armor plates above the port began to ped
upward.

A Zergling scrambled through the opening, hit thefloor, and instantly lesped toward her.

Ardo fired hiswegpon, damming the creatureaway from her in midair, exploding it across the front wall
of the bunker.

“Fal back!” Ardo yelled a her. “Run!”

Thelast thing Ardo saw as he dammed the hatch closed behind him wasawal of Zergling underbellies
covering the gunports as they climbed up toward the torn opening.

CHAPTER 22
FAREWELL

THE SOUND WAS OVERWHELMING. THE DEFENSIVE towers were firing into the sky,
disgorging their contentsin afrenzy of flame and destruction. The missiles must have been arming just as
they left their protective tubes, since their targets were close and pressing closer till.

Merdith ranin front of Ardo. The dusty stretch of ground between the outer wall and the inner bunkers
wasavell of ash, smoke, and burning Zerg falling like a black snow from the sky. Acid splashes smoked
againg the ground here and there. Ardo followed the woman quickly. The intervening street between
them and the inner bunker complex had never looked so far before.

Ardo sprang into the street at once. He looked up as he ran, desperate to protect himself. The defensive
towers above him were scarred with repeated acid splashes, two of them aready twisting under their
own weight on their weakened frames. The skybeyond them wasaroiling wal of flame and smoke with
occasiona patches of sky flashing through by some whim of chaos.

The bunker was ahead of him. Its main hatch stood open. Framed in it, he could see someone waving
him onward.

Then he heard it—a sound he had heard before. It was athunderous roar that overwha med even the
sound of their own desperate battle. He looked up.

The rescue trangports! They were coming in hot, bleeding off their speed in enormous hest through the
atmosphere. The Sons of Korhd ships arched through the sky, their flaming contrailsfaling toward Mar
Sara Starport to the west. They would be on the ground soon—their most vulnerable time as the ships
tried to evacuate anyone who could reach them.

Time. They needed moretime. . .

Gaussrifles suddenly chattered to life through the gun ports on either sde of the bunker hatch, shocking
Ardo into action. He legped for the hatchway. Hands grabbed him and pulled him insde. Hisfeet barely



cleared the hatch seals before it dammed closed.

Ardo scrambled to hisfeet. Merdith was firing astream through one of the gun ports. Berndlli had pulled
himin, yelled something unintelligible at him, and then jammed his own rifle through the second set of gun

ports.

Ardo quickly took his place beside Berndli, positioned his gun, and then looked down hissightsinto
hdll.

Hydrdisks were pouring over the base outer wall. They had thrown enough of their own againgt the
minefield until there was nothing left to explode. There must have been thousands dead surrounding the
complex but till they kept coming. Now they did like aterrible wave over thewall, approaching the
bunker en masse.

Thetacticd channd continued to chatter.
“ Xiang! Report!”
“ Xiang's down, Lieutenant! We' ve gotta get outta here! | can’'t hold ’em back!”

Berndli continued to yell ashefired. Ardo joined him, the exhilaration of the sound in hisown ears
driving him as he poured desth from the muzzle of hisrifle.

Still thetide of dark horror tried to advance over the bodies of their own dead, but now the constricted
field of fire wasworking againgt them, The dead were piling up before them, but they were not getting
any closer to the bunker.

“Melnikov! You copy?”

Ardo gected a cartridge, holding thefire trigger down even as he was damming the new cartridge home.
“A little busy here, Lieutenant!”

“We' recomingin!”

“What?2”

“We're falling back to your position!”

“Affirmative,” Ardo grimly replied. “Berndli, keep ’em off! I'll get the back door!”

Ardo moved to the back section of the bunker. Through the ports he could barely see the vehicle padoff
to hisleft. Behind that, he could make out the other two bunkers on either side of the Command Center.
The left bunker had been Xiang's but was swarming with Hydraisks. Ardo could see them tearing at the
plating, pulling apart the seams even as the bunker burned furioudy. Good-bye, Xiang, Ardo thought.

Hydraiskswere aso tearing &t the bunker on theright, but there abright light suddenly flared to life.
Cutter, Ardo redlized. Theralling flames from the Firebat’ s plasmaweapon were getting closer and
closer. Ardo pressed his wegpon through the port and blasted away at the Hydralisks trying to flank his
own bunker and get to easier targets. At the last moment, Ardo smashed his hand againgt the release and
opened the rear hatch.



Breanne ssumbled through first, dragging the cursed box and Tinker Janswithit. They dl fell heavily to
the plated flooring. Cutter stood in the open hatchway, his plasmafire scorching severa enraged
Hydraisksin the process. With afinal burst, Cutter took a step back through the hatchway. Ardo
ingantly dammed the hatch shut.

They werefiring from al points around the bunker now. The dead Zerg were piling up in shining heaps.

Suddenly, the Zerg stopped advancing. The Hydralisks drew back into the shadows of theinner base
complex. Within moments, there were no targets | eft to them, and their firing stopped.

“Hey, what' sgoing on?" Cutter demanded. “They givin' up?’

Lieutenant Breanne was breathing heavily, whether from adrendine or exertion, Ardo could not tell.
“No. Theynever give up. They'rejust drawing up their forces. . . gathering strength. As soon asthey're
ready, they’ Il walk in here and take us.”

Berndli laughed nervoudy. “ Oh, well, aslong aswe'renot losing .. . .~

“Wearelosing,” Breanne said, flipping open her helmet and pushing her fingers back through her
short-cropped hair. “Wewon't last ten minutesin here once they decide to make their move. Y ou saw
those ships coming down on Mar Saral They're on the ground right now—fat civilian transports
shoveling passengersin with aloader if they can. They’re Stting ducks on the ground, and | cantell you
that the best of them won't be able to get turned around inside forty minutes. Some longer.”

“So?" Berndli shrugged. “ These Zerg dugs couldn’t crossthat distancein haf aday, let done an hour.”
“The problem isn’t the crawlers,” Merdith shook her head. “It’ sthe flyers—the Mutaisks. The only
thing holding them hereisthat box. As soon asit’s destroyed, the flyerswill head straight for the starport,
and dl thiswould have been for nothing.”

“All we need isto hold out for thirty minutes,” Ardo said. “Just alousy thirty minutes.”

“Yeah,” Breanne sneered. “ And who's gonna buy you those thirty minutes?’

“I will.”

They dl turned.

It was Tinker Jans.

“I'll doiit. I'll buy you your thirty minutes,” the engineer said coolly. “But I’ [l need help.”

Berndlli glanced out the port. “Hey, | think they’re moving up!”

“You'vegot to get meinto an SCV!” Janssaid. “You've got to do it now!”

Breanne thought for amoment, then decided. “ Cutter! Menikov! Y ou heard the man! Get him to an
SCv!”

“There sdefinite movement out there!” Berndlli yelled.



Ardo punched the rear hatch release. Grim-faced, Cutter jumped out through the opening. Jans followed
him, looking shaky and vulnerable in his soiled fatigues. Ardo ducked out after them, snapping closed his

combat hdmet—not that he thought it would help him much.

The ground was carpeted with the mutilated bodies of Zerg attackers. There was no timeto think. They
ran toward the vehicle pad, sumbling across the dick, greasy ground.

The nearest SCV stood silhouetted against the burning factory unit. Jans released the front access hatch,
which popped open with asatisfying hydraulic whoosh.

“Comeon! Comeon!” Cutter encouraged nervoudly.

Jans clambered up the footholds in the face of the suit and settled backward into the control cabin. The
access hatch started to lower smoothly.

“ Here they come!” Breanne called out.

Ardo could see them. They were charging around the factory, over the compound wall, around the
Command Center. They were everywhere.

“Nowwhat do we do?’ Cutter demanded of the engineer.
“Get back ingde! Quickly!” Jansreplied.
“And leave you here?” Ardo was shaken.

“Doit now, and just keep’em off me aslong asyou can!”

Ardo had no time to argue. He and Cutter ran back toward the bunker. He could aready see the tracer
fireripping through the gun portsin dl directions. The Hydraisks were pouring across the ground, surging
toward the bunker itsdf. Their carapace shells were distended, their armor-piercing spine quills at the

ready for the attack.

Ardo fell back through the hatchway just as the Hydralisks attacked. The spines shot through the open
hatch, dicing through the outer layers of his combat suit asthough it were cotton cloth. Searing pain
erupted in hisleg, aquill having passed completely through and lodging in aneosted beam.

Cutter helped him off the floor. “Y ou deed yet?”
Ardo winced, unwilling to look at hisleg. “Not yet.”
They both took up their own port firing positions, dreading what was coming next.

The hull of the bunker suddenly rang with the sound of athousand armor-piercing darts. It was adeadly
hail, hammering repesatedly on the meta exteracy.wthe acid-coated quills shearing away pieces of the

meta shdll with eachimpact.

“Kill them! Kill them all before they can get to us!” Breanne raged. The hull overhead was aready
buckling downward, large indentations pressing down into their space.

Firing desperately through the port, Ardo saw the SCV sart to move.



The motion barely attracted the attention of the Zerg around them. The creatures appeared so intent on
reaching the bunker that they barely took notice of the single craft.

If I could just get to one of those Vulture cycles, Ardo thought to himsdlf wildly.| could dip away . . .
| could. ..

He shook his head. Who would die because he lived? Howmanywould die because he ran when his
own life could buy so many others? No one would ever know who he was or why he was here. Anyone
who ever cared for him would never know hisfate. Maybe God would know. No matter what the
Confederacy told him hewas, Ardo knew who hewas at last, and that he had something of his own that
he could give.

The SCV lumbered up to the bunker complex. Tinker had |eft a stack of armor plating next to the
bunker. Ardo wondered suddenly if the engineer had planned thisal along. Jans picked up the plating
with the massive arms of the SCV, looked at the bunker, found the weakest point, and dammed the plate
acrossit. Holding it in place with one mechanica arm, Jans activated the plasmawelder on the other and
began reinforcing the hull.

The Zerg must have redized what Jans was doing. Severd of the Hydralisks whedled suddenly on the
SCV.

Cutter and Ardo both saw it. In amoment, they shifted their fire. “Keep ’em off him, he said!” Cutter
sneered through his sweat. “And just how are we supposed to dothat?”

Jans continued to work frantically around the bunker, welding, reinforcing, replacing plates as quickly as
possible. The Marines kept up their stream of death against the invaders, knocking down the Hydralisks
inrow after row asthey advanced and fired.

The battle raged in an agonizing stalemate. Ardo’ s gun was hot in his armored hands. Somehow, Jans
was keeping up with the repairs as quickly as the Hydralisks were damaging the bunker.

“Hey, | think it sworking!” Berndli laughed. “1 think—"

The Hydralisks surged forward.

“No!” Ardo raged.

Jans could not see them coming in the SCV. Severa of the Hydralisks had gotten shots at the work
vehicle, and it was badly damaged but still operating. Suddenly, the fiendish wave had reached him. They
were svarming about the SCV. Janstried to beat them off the shell of the machine. In moments,
however, they haddragged him and the entire SCV up and out of sight of the gun ports.

“They’vegot Jand” Cuitter yelled.

“We lose him and we' re donefor!” Breanne yelled back.

With aterrible cry, Cutter hit the hatch switch and dove outside.

Great sheets of plasmaflame erupted outside the ports. Ardo could barely make out what was
happening outsde. Then he caught aglimpse of Cutter, his huge form standing outs de the hatchway



pouring out his superheated carnage.

Ardo’ s gun suddenly silenced. He g ected his cartridge instantly and then reached for the next in the
overhead rack.

Therewas none.

“I’'mout!” Ardo shouted.

Breanne tossed him another clip. “Make it count, kid. We'redl low!”
He dammed home the clip and turned back toward the port.

Cutter was gone.

Ardo looked desperately through the ports but could not see the huge man anywhere. “ Tinker!” he
caled through the tac-com channel. “Where' s Cutter?’

“They...gone...they'reall over me! Can'tlast...”

Breanne pitched back from the gun port. A single spine from aHydralisk had found its way through the
port opening, damming through the faceplate of thelieutenant’s combat suit. Hideoudy, it passed through
her head and pinned her combat helmet to a neosted support. Lieutenant L. Z. Breanne hung there, il
ganding.

Ardo glanced a Berndli and then at Merdith. “I’m going out to save Jans. He can buy you sometime.
Berndli, you got aclip left?’

“Yesh,” hesghed.

Ardo looked at Merdith. “He'll take care of you.”

Merdith nodded and |ooked away.

“Seeyou on the other side,” Ardo said to them both, then turned to the rear hatch.

“Hey, soldier-boy?’

He turned back to Merdith.

“Please, Ardo!” Shewept. “ Don’t leave me alone!”

“Thanks, soldier-boy.”

Ardo nodded, then hit the switch.

The gaussrifle responded ingtantly to histrained hand. The Confederacy had taught him well. His swiftly
shifting aim kept the Hydraisks at bay and blew them clear of the SCV aswell. Ashe stood therein the
doomed yard, his sensations seemed heightened. The world around him was clearer than he had

remembered it in years, perhaps clearer than he had ever experienced it. Hetook it dl in: the horror
around him that he was keeping at bay, the smoke over the compound that had turned to wispsin the



lowering twilight. The sounds. The smdlls. All weredivefor him.

Ardo was himsdlf at last. He knew there was somethingthat could never be taken from him: avictory
more glorious and satisfying than anything experienced on any red field of battle.

Asthelast of hisammunition ran out, Ardo looked up. The transports, heavy with their precious human
cargo, were arching into the sunset of hismost glorious day. A hundred—maybe a thousand—cascades

of thunderous exhaust climbed skyward. They would never know who had fought so hard for their lives.
They would never hear his name nor sing songsto praise him. He done would know of histriumph.

Asthe darkness closed over him, Ardo smiled at hislast thought.

The contrails of the escaping ships. . . weredl golden.
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