

[image: image]




[image: image]




[image: image]







Don’t Miss These Other Tales in the Worlds of Blizzard Entertainment!


STARCRAFT®


HEAVEN’S DEVILS
by William C. Dietz


I, MENGSK
by Graham McNeill


THE DARK TEMPLAR SAGA:
BOOK ONE—FIRSTBORN
by Christie Golden


THE DARK TEMPLAR SAGA:
BOOK TWO—SHADOW HUNTERS
by Christie Golden


THE DARK TEMPLAR SAGA:
BOOK THREE—TWILIGHT
by Christie Golden


GHOST™—NOVA
by Keith R. A. DeCandido


QUEEN OF BLADES
by Aaron Rosenberg


LIBERTY’S CRUSADE
by Jeff Grubb


SHADOW OF THE XEL’NAGA
by Gabriel Mesta


SPEED OF DARKNESS
by Tracy Hickman


WORLD OF WARCRAFT®


THE SHATTERING: PRELUDE
TO CATACLYSM
by Christie Golden


STORMRAGE
by Richard A. Knaak


ARTHAS: RISE OF THE LICH KING
by Christie Golden


NIGHT OF THE DRAGON
by Richard A. Knaak


BEYOND THE DARK PORTAL
by Aaron Rosenberg & Christie Golden


TIDES OF DARKNESS
by Aaron Rosenberg


RISE OF THE HORDEM
by Christie Golden


CYCLE OF HATRED
by Keith R. A. DeCandido


WAR OF THE ANCIENTS:
BOOK ONE—THE WELL OF
ETERNITY
by Richard A. Knaak


WAR OF THE ANCIENTS:
BOOK TWO—THE DEMON
SOUL
by Richard A. Knaak


WAR OF THE ANCIENTS: BOOK
THREE—THE SUNDERING
by Richard A. Knaak


DAY OF THE DRAGON
by Richard A. Knaak


LORD OF THE CLANS
by Christie Golden


THE LAST GUARDIAN
by Jeff Grubb


DIABLO®


THE SIN WAR: BOOK ONE—
BIRTHRIGHT
by Richard A. Knaak


THE SIN WAR: BOOK TWO—
SCALES OF THE SERPENT
by Richard A. Knaak


THE SIN WAR: BOOK THREE—
THE VEILED PROPHET
by Richard A. Knaak


MOON OF THE SPIDER
by Richard A. Knaak


THE KINGDOM OF SHADOW
by Richard A. Knaak


THE BLACK ROAD
by Mel Odom


LEGACY OF BLOOD
by Richard A. Knaak







[image: image]








	[image: image]


	Gallery Books
A Division of Simon & Schuster, Inc.
1230 Avenue of the Americas
New York, NY 10020
www.SimonandSchuster.com






 

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.


Copyright © 2011 Blizzard Entertainment, Inc. All rights reserved. StarCraft and Blizzard Entertainment are trademarks or registered trademarks of Blizzard Entertainment, Inc., in the U.S. and/or other countries.


All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof in any form whatsoever. For information address Gallery Books Subsidiary Rights Department, 1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10020


First Gallery Books hardcover edition April 2011


GALLERY BOOKS and colophon are registered trademarks of Simon & Schuster, Inc.


The Simon and Schuster Speakers Bureau can bring authors to your live event. For more information or to book an event contact the Simon & Schuster Speakers Bureau at 1-866-248-3049 or visit our website at www.simonspeakers.com.


Interior art by Paul Kwon (1), Gerald Brom (2), Paul Kwon (3), and John Polidora (4).


Manufactured in the United States of America


10   9   8   7   6   5   4   3   2   1


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available.


ISBN 978-1-4165-5085-3
ISBN 978-1-4391-7271-1 (ebook)




This book is dedicated to the legions of StarCraft fans, who waited so long and so patiently. I must also thank the wonderful folks at Blizzard with whom it is always a privilege to interact, to my former editor Jamie Cerota Costas, and my current editor Ed Schlesinger. You are all fantastic! I look forward to many more projects.


And finally, it’s dedicated to “Butch and Sundance,” Paul Newman and Robert Redford, whose cheerful presences helped guide its writing. A special nod of thanks to Paul Newman, who led a life that serves as an inspiration: a life dedicated to his craft and to helping others. Thanks, Butch. We miss you.








CHAPTER ONE



BADLANDS, NEW SYDNEY
2494


The sun was a merciless yellow eye glaring down at a landscape of rock, hard-baked Earth, the hardiest of scrub brushes and the most stubborn of life-forms. There was not a single cloud in the fiercely blue sky to mitigate the intensity of its gaze, and the promise of relief in the form of nightfall was many hours away.


Movement cut through this barren desert; silvery and sleek, it looked almost like water flowing through a valley, but it was nothing so natural or pleasant. The swollen sun’s rays glinted harshly on the metallic train as it twined, snake-like, soaring through the badlands toward its final destination, where it would disgorge its precious cargo.


Two men waited in the cool shelter of a cave, watching the silvery serpentine object. They were silent, but it was an easy silence, and the only sound was the inhalation of one of them as he sucked smoke from a glowing cigar one final time, dropped the stogie, and crushed it out with a single step from a massive boot.


“Let’s go ride that pony,” said Tychus Findlay. Next to him, not in any way a small man but looking comparatively tiny next to the giant that was Tychus, was a shaggy-haired, bearded man who was already sitting astride a vulture hoverbike. He gave his friend a wicked grin.


“Move your ass, then, slowpoke,” he said, kicked the bike into life, and charged down the sloping ravine toward the maglev train. Tychus swore, jumped on his own bike, and took after Jim Raynor at a reckless speed.


It was at times like this that Jim Raynor, former marine lance corporal, proud citizen of the Confederacy and erstwhile farm boy, felt most alive. At the speed at which he was urging the vulture, the wind cooled his face so that the oppressive heat vanished. He felt like a wolf hunting down his prey, except the purpose of today’s adventure was not the death of a living being but the death of the empty state of Raynor’s and Tychus’s wallets. This was a cargo train, not a passenger train, and inside its silvery innards was—if Tychus’s tip was right, and Jim had every reason to believe it would be—a very lovely, very large safe filled with Confederate credits.


“Why, it’s a rescue mission, Jimmy,” Tychus had rumbled, his blue eyes dancing with good humor as he had filled Raynor in on the plan. “Those poor creds—they’d just be condemned to lining the pockets of some Old Families who don’t need any more money. Or else put to some nefarious scheme that could hurt somebody. It’s our duty—hell, it’s our calling—to liberate them creds to where they could do something that really mattered.”


“Like buying us drinks, women, and steak dinners.”


“That’s a good start.”


“You’ve got a heart of gold, Tychus. I’ve never met such an altruistic man in my life. I got goddamn tears in my eyes.”


“It’s a tough job, but somebody’s got to do it.”


Jim grinned as he recalled the conversation. He and Tychus were behind the train, catching up to it quickly. He stayed right and Tychus veered left. Tychus crossed over the maglev tracks, adjusting the magnetic frequency on his bike to compensate so that he, like the train itself, could cross easily. Jim increased his speed, moving alongside the maglev until the right car came into view. He and Tychus had spent hours analyzing all kinds of transportation vessels over the last few years, sometimes simply from blueprints or images, but usually up close and personal, as they were about to do now. They had “liberated” other credits before—it seemed to them like hundreds of thousands over the years, although the liberated credits never seemed to stay with them very long. That was all right too. It was part of the ride that life had become.


“Careful, boy. Don’t move ahead too fast,” came Tychus’s gravelly voice in his ear. “I ain’t coming back for you if you drop in on the wrong car.”


Raynor grinned. “Right. You’d just take all the creds and hightail it out to Wicked Wayne’s.”


“Damn straight. So hit the mark.”


Timing was crucial. Raynor sped up even more, glancing down at his controls to see the small dot that represented Tychus doing the same. He knew they were mirror images of each other after doing this as often as they had over the past five years.


“Upsy-daisy,” Tychus said. In unison, they hit the lifts and rose vertically so the vultures—customized within an inch of their lives—were now flying, if not as high as their namesakes, then at least slightly higher than the train’s roof. The uniquely modified hoverbikes landed, bumped the top of the train, landed again, and the two men had them clamped and locked down within half a second—the magnetic locks also custom-installed for exactly this purpose. They leaped off the bikes. Next step: getting to the back of the car, climbing down, opening the door, and seeing who comprised the welcoming committee.


At that precise instant, the train took a bend and brought them right into a crosscurrent of wind. The sudden sharp movement threw Raynor off balance. He fell hard and started sliding toward the edge. Tychus’s gloved hand shot out and grabbed the neck of Raynor’s vest while he threw himself down, reached up, and seized the secured vulture.


Raynor jolted to a halt. Adrenaline shot through him, but not fear. He’d done this before, too, and he was prepared. He took a second to get his bearings, then pointed. One hand on the bike, the other clutching Jim, the bigger man moved Raynor about a third of a meter until he was facing the end of the car rather than the side.


“Hold my legs!” Raynor shouted to Tychus. Tychus grunted, releasing the vest collar, then grabbing first Jim’s belt and then his ankle as Raynor slid forward.


Raynor pressed a button and activated the powerful magnets embedded in his vest. Between these and Tychus’s near-bone-crunching grip on his ankle, Raynor wasn’t going anywhere. Normally he’d try to drop down on the small platform at the back of the car, but the train was still going through what seemed to be a damned wind tunnel, and time was of the essence once they’d landed with what had to have been an audible thump on the roof of the thing. Raynor stretched forward far enough so he could get one arm down and felt about quickly but blindly. There it was: the top of the door. Not the ideal place to plant the explosive, but it would have to do.


He fished out the small device from his pocket, tapped in the activation code, slapped it on the door as far down as he could put it, deactivated the mag grips, and yelled, “Pull back! Pull back!”


Tychus yanked him back so hard, Jim felt the exposed part of his arms burn from the friction. It wasn’t comfortable, but he didn’t mind too much, as he was safely away from the explosion, which shot black smoke and bits of debris in all directions.


“Don’t suppose you got anything resembling a look-see?”


“Nope,” Jim said. Still lying down, he grabbed his pistol from his holster, shot Tychus a grin, and said, “What? You scared of dropping in on a bunch of Confederate guards?”


“Not me, little girl,” Tychus said. His own weapon was strapped to his back. He reached and pulled it out: an AGR-14 that looked as mean as Tychus himself. “Let’s go.”


Tychus dropped to his belly beside Jim, and they let the very speed of the train move them forward. They slid to the edge, and at the last minute each man shot out a hand, gripped the top of the train, and flipped down, somersaulting into the cabin, ready to attack.


They were greeted by no one.


“Aw, shit, Jimmy,” Tychus said. “This ain’t the car with the safe!”


Indeed it was not. It was crammed to the brim with cargo: instruments, statuary, furniture, all carefully wrapped up and secured. No doubt there was a fortune here, but it was nothing they could do anything about.


Jim half expected Tychus to slap the back of his head, but the man was already moving forward to the end of the car. “You were supposed to have done your research,” Tychus muttered.


“I did,” Raynor said. “Seventeenth car. They must have changed—”


Raynor was following, pistol out but pointed down, when a curious shape caught his eye. Tychus was wrestling with the door, so he permitted himself to pull back the protective covering.


His eyes went wide.


“We’re gonna have to blast this one too, looks like—Jimmy, what the hell are you doing back there?”


Raynor paid him no heed. He tugged more, and the covering slipped away.


“I think I’m in love,” he breathed as his eyes took in the beauty of the antique in front of him.


“You say that every time we visit Wayne’s,” Tychus muttered, but swung his head back to see what had Jim so distracted. “What the hell is that?”


Jim felt as though he were having a religious experience, and indeed the item he was gazing at worshipfully reminded him of the old-style stained-glass windows he had seen images of. It was a piece of furniture, though, huge and solid and curved at the top, like a window. Glass of bright colors covered its front, and if it was what Raynor thought it was, those curving tubes of glass would light up when the thing was activated. And inside—oh, inside was where the treasures were.


“I’m not sure—I’ve never seen one before, but I think … I’m pretty sure it’s a jukebox,” Raynor said, reaching out a gloved hand to touch the curving metal and wood and glass construct.


“I am no more enlightened than I was before, Jimmy,” Tychus growled, “and time is wasting.”


“A jukebox is an old, old method of playing music,” Raynor explained. “Music used to be pressed into vinyl disks called records. There might be up to a thousand songs in here—songs that no one’s heard in maybe a couple hundred years.”


“You and your old-fashioned crap. First the Colt, now this.” They had done one robbery, early on, of the summer home of one of the lesser Old Families of the Confederacy. The place had been oozing valuable antiques, and when Raynor had stumbled across a Colt Single Action Army revolver hundreds of years old, he’d had to have it. It went with him constantly, although he had more contemporary weapons as well. Getting bullets made for the antique was expensive, so he rarely fired the thing. He just liked the feel of it on his hip. Tychus had rolled his eyes then the same way he was rolling them now. “Nice history lesson, Professor. Now, let’s get our asses outta here. We still got a safe to blow.”


Tychus was right. Raynor gave the old machine a final pat and turned to follow Tychus.


Finally, with a muttered grunt and a well-placed heave of his shoulder, Findlay opened the door, stepped out, placed the second explosive device on the door of the car ahead of them, and then ducked back into the car with Jim. Both of them dove for cover as the device detonated.


Raynor grimaced, for two reasons. One, they usually only brought four sets of explosive devices with them: one to blow the door, one to blow whatever safe they were trying to open, and two as backups. Which they had just used. There had better be only one last door between them and their goal, or else the Confederate credits would not get liberated after all. Two, they’d have to make a stand here, in this room, and the jukebox might get hit. He found he was unreasonably distressed by the thought.


Even before the smoke cleared, the first few rounds of gauss rifle fire came through the blown-open doors, spraying down the contents of the room. There was a clang as metal struck and pierced metal, and pieces of wood splintered and flew up in the air. Crouched down behind what seemed to be an upright piano, Raynor didn’t dare raise his head to see if his jukebox had taken any damage. He’d find out soon enough.


Tychus, with a roar, rapidly closed the distance between himself and the guards and began slamming them with the butt of his rifle. They were taken completely off guard, having expected an in-kind firefight and not anticipating that they would be rushed by an apparent madman. At such close quarters, they couldn’t fire lest they harm one another, and Tychus and Jim whooped as they either knocked the hapless fellows unconscious or tossed them off the train through the blown-open doors. Tychus kicked the rifle out of the final guard’s hands, gave him two quick punches, one with each hand, and then picked up the large form and chucked him out. He turned back, grinning and exaggeratedly dusting off his hands. Jim shot him an answering grin, then looked about, making sure that—


It had survived unscathed. Raynor let out a breath of relief and then realized something. Something he was going to have to tell Tychus, and that his friend would definitely not like. But that was later.


Now they surged forward, stepping over bodies to jump into the next car. There it was: a huge safe, big as life, a gleaming metallic box that filled up half the car.


And in front of the car, his eyes wide, his arms spread out as if he could actually protect the thing with his skinny body, stood not a Confederate guard but a mousy man in a uniform that marked him as a government employee.


Tychus blinked, his weapon trained on the man as Raynor’s was, but didn’t fire. “Son,” he said, transferring the rifle to one hand and reaching into his pocket, “would you mind telling me just what the hell you think you’re doing standing there?”


The man was trembling so hard, Raynor marveled that he could even stand erect. “Sir,” he said, his voice shaking, “I am a duly retained employee of the CBPMVI and I very, very much regret to inform you that I cannot permit you to take the contents of this safe.”


Tychus paused, an unlit stogie halfway to his mouth. “That’s a mouthful of letters. Son? You don’t want to be fooling around with old Tychus Findlay.”


The man went milk-pale. “Oh, dear,” he managed. Clearly he knew the name. His watery blue eyes darted over to Raynor, then back to Tychus. He swallowed hard as Tychus put the stogie between his lips, lit it, and took a few puffs.


“Mr. Findlay, Mr. Raynor, sir—if this were my stack of Confederate credits, I can’t tell you how honored I would feel if you were the ones to steal it from me. But this doesn’t belong to me. It belongs to the government of the Confederacy of Man, and I am charged as an employee of the Confederate Bureau of Protection of Monies and Valuable Items with making sure it arrives safely at its destination.”


Tychus stared, puffing. Raynor shifted, following Tychus’s lead and also lowering his weapon. For a long moment, the only sound was the rumble of the train and Tychus’s sucking on the stogie. Finally, Tychus laughed, a deep chuckle that started in his chest and finally exploded in a loud guffaw.


“Son, you got balls, I’ll give you that. I ain’t never seen anyone stand up to me like that, let alone someone so puny who don’t even have a weapon. What’s your name?”


“G-George Woodley,” the man stammered, starting to look cautiously optimistic that he might actually survive the encounter.


“You married, George Woodley of the Confederate Bureau of Protection of Monies and Valuable Items? Got kids?”


“Y-yes, sir, to both. I got me a wonderful wife and two beautiful children.”


“Well, George Woodley,” Tychus said, “you just put me in a good mood. And I tend not to kill people who do that. So if you’ll just step aside, we’ll blow this safe, and the Confederate Bureau of Protection of Monies and Valuable Items won’t have to send a sad letter to your wife and kids.”


The man’s thin, ferrety face fell. “Oh, dear,” he said again. “I’m so sorry, but I just can’t do that.”


While Raynor admired the man for taking his job so seriously, this had gone far enough. He lifted his pistol. “Mr. Woodley, we’ve gone to an awful lot of trouble today to get these credits. I’m pretty sure that the CBP … whatever the hell the rest of the letters are, doesn’t pay you enough to stand there and get shot defending credits that belong to rich people.”


“Well, sir, that might be true, but you probably ought to know that Marshal Wilkes Butler has been notified of the attack on this train and should be here shortly to attempt to take the both of you into custody.”


Tychus let out another guffaw. “We ain’t scared of ol’ Butler,” he said. “You’re gonna have to come up with a better boogieman than him if you want to frighten us away.”


Butler had been like a dog nipping at their heels for the last couple of years. Once or twice, Raynor had to admit, the marshal had almost gotten them. But with every “encounter,” he and Tychus had been given the opportunity to study the man and observe his methods. While Wilkes Butler was no one’s fool, he hadn’t managed to nab them, and that last bit was all that Jim and Tychus cared about. As Tychus had once put it while smoking a cigar and fondling a buxom beauty perched on his lap, “Only thing that matters is where you end up. ‘Almost,’ ‘coulda been’s,’ ‘shoulda had’s,’ they don’t mean jack shit.”


Raynor put on a worried expression for Woodley’s benefit. “I don’t know, Tychus,” he said. “If Marshal Butler and his men are on their way, maybe we should just leave while the gettin’s good.”


Tychus turned, brows drawing together in a scowl that had frightened braver men than Woodley, who emitted a whimper and then clapped his hands over his mouth.


“You’re talking like a yellow coward there, Jimmy,” Tychus said. “But you got one thing right. We should leave—but we’re taking that money with us. Just gotta get this little rodent out of our way, and then we can go.”


He lifted his rifle and pointed it at Woodley. Raynor felt a twinge of pity for the brave but ultimately foolish government man as he closed his eyes and awaited the attack.


It came.





CHAPTER TWO



Jim launched himself at Woodley and brought the pearl-handled butt of the Colt down on the man’s temple. He crumpled quietly to the floor. He would have one hell of a headache when he awoke, but he’d be alive to tell the tale.


“Funny little man,” Tychus said, then turned his attention to the safe. “Grab something to truss him up with, and I’ll blow this thing.”


Raynor went back to the previous car to find some rope. The jukebox was there in all its cathedral-like glory, and again he paused, enraptured. He gently unbound the ropes from the piano they had hidden behind. Tychus entered at that moment, George Woodley slung over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes. Findlay stepped over the fallen guards, then dumped his burden unceremoniously and ducked, with Jim, behind another pile of what were probably priceless antiques.


Another boom echoed as the safe blew. Jim turned Woodley over onto his front and began to tie his wrists and ankles. As Tychus rose to get their newly liberated credits, Raynor said, “I want to take the jukebox.”


Tychus turned on him, frowning. “That thing? It must weigh a metric ton. You out of your fekking mind?”


Jim shook his head, inspected the knots, patted poor George gently, and rose. “Nope. I want it. It’s beautiful, it’s rare, and I just know that one day we’re gonna be glad we have her.”


“‘Her’? Damn, boy, you need a good poke if you’re calling pieces of furniture ‘her.’”


“That might also be true, but it doesn’t change the fact that I want it.”


“We got Butler barreling down here to throw our asses into jail. Or have you already forgotten what Woodcock told us?”


“Woodley.”


“Whatever the hell his name was.”


Tychus was probably right. And yet, Raynor glanced again at the jukebox, that exquisite house of so much old music that probably hadn’t been heard in centuries. He just couldn’t leave her behind.


“We can handle Butler. How many times have you told me that?”


“Damn it,” Tychus snapped. “Just once I wish you’d throw my words back at me when I agree with them. All right, we’ll take your damned Lady Jukebox. But if it’s a choice between it and me, I’m dropping it. Understood?”


“Deal,” Jim said. He was surprised that Tychus had agreed at all, even with conditions. They moved back into the car, and the lovely sight of the safe with its door hanging from the single remaining hinge cheered him further. Each of them set to work stuffing credits into the collapsible packs they had brought with them. Not that long ago Tychus would have insisted on taking the extra time to divvy up the money equally. During one of their first jobs together, Jim was pretty sure that Tychus had taken a bit off the top. Another time, Tychus had all but accused Jim of the same thing. Now they just shoved the creds in until their packs were bulging. Over the years, the trust they had built up in each other had survived a lot of testing, regardless of what might or might not have happened in the earlier days, and things like this were nothing new. They didn’t even know how much they were “liberating”; they knew only that it was quite a lot, and would buy alcohol and the prettiest girls at Wicked Wayne’s for a good long time.


“Okay,” Jim said as he closed his pack securely and fastened it around his waist. “Let’s get the jukebox.”


Tychus shook his head but followed. “So, how do you propose we get that thing outta here?” he asked as they stood again before the ancient machine.


Tychus was strong. Very, very strong. But even he wasn’t as strong as a man in a combat suit. And, of course, they had come without their suits this time, on the theory that agility was more important in this particular heist than brute strength.


“There’s got to be a way to move this thing,” Jim said aloud, working the problem through as he spoke. “Some kind of dolly.”


“Figure it out and hurry the hell up. I ain’t getting any younger, and Butler ain’t getting farther away.” He stood back, folding his arms and watching Raynor poke around until Jim found what he was looking for. A hoverdolly, switched off and tucked back in a corner behind a ceramic elephant that somehow had managed to avoid all the gunfire. He eased it out and activated it. It hummed to life, lifting itself about a third of a meter off the ground. Raynor poked a button, and the dolly rose another third of a meter. He grinned in triumph.


It was going to be tricky, but it could work. “Okay. We get the thing on the dolly and lift it up onto the roof. From there we slide it onto the back of my vulture, and off we go.”


“Mmm-hmm,” Tychus said. “There are people I wouldn’t do this for.”


“People,” Raynor said earnestly, “aren’t jukeboxes.”


“Got that right. Come on, crazy man. Let’s get that thing on your vulture before Wilkes Butler surprises us and dies laughing.”


“It’s not gonna stay level,” Tychus said about seven minutes later.


“Yeah, it will,” Raynor said with more confidence than he actually felt. They had attached the hoverdolly to his vulture. While at ordinary speeds the hoverdolly might work as intended, Jim was having his own doubts about whether or not it would tip over at the speeds they would have to reach to escape from—


“Everyone’s at the party. It’s Butler,” Tychus said.


Raynor craned his neck to see where his friend was looking and groaned inwardly. There were several small puffs of dust in the distance blurring into one large cloud, and the merciless sun glinted on metal.


“Damn it,” Raynor said, and made a decision. With pursuit this close, there was no way he could go slowly enough to prevent the hoverdolly from jackknifing and destroying the beautiful jukebox. “Let’s get it on my vulture.”


“No. Leave the damn thing, Jim.”


“Come on, we can slide it right off and tie it down.”


Tychus sighed and expressed his displeasure by blowing a puff of cigar smoke in Jim’s face. Nonetheless, he went to the dolly, steadied himself, and heaved.


Not for the first time, Jim was impressed by the sheer physical power of the man. The jukebox weighed three hundred pounds if it weighed an ounce. And while Tychus did break a sweat and the veins stood out on his neck as he lifted and pushed the huge piece of furniture, he nonetheless managed to move it slowly and steadily onto the back of Raynor’s vulture. Jim would sit directly in front of it. Jim tried to help, but he did little more than guide the jukebox and quickly strap it down. Together, they heaved the now-useless dolly off the side.


Tychus stepped back. “First round of drinks at Wayne’s is on you, buddy. Now let’s haul ass.”


With that, he mounted his own vulture. Raynor glanced back at the jukebox, marveled at his own stubborn foolishness, and followed.


The chase was old hat. But they had never let Butler and his posse get this close to them before, and Raynor had never had a three-hundred-plus-pound jukebox on his hoverbike before, and he was alarmed at how much it slowed him. Too, the credits strapped to his back made balance even more precarious. Findlay was already a rapidly disappearing speck in the distance. His voice crackled in Jim’s ear over the comm.


“I said haul ass, not drag it.”


“I am,” Raynor replied.


Tychus said something that would blister paint off the wall, and Jim saw his friend curve to the right and come back. “I’m going to draw them off and give you a chance to get some distance, Grandma. What the hell are you going to do with that thing?”


“The cave,” Jim said, referencing the place where they had first caught sight of the maglev. “It goes pretty deep, and it’s in the middle of fekking nowhere.”


“I’ll meet you there. If that thing falls on you, though, I ain’t coming back for you.”


“Oh yes, you will,” Raynor said. “I still got a shitload of Confederate credits on me.”


Tychus chuckled and gave Jim a one-fingered salute as he roared past him and in the direction of Butler’s posse. Raynor returned the salute and headed off as fast as his overburdened vulture would take him.


Tychus was not an incautious man. Even when he seemed reckless to others, he knew exactly what he was doing. But he also enjoyed having a little fun with fate from time to time, and now seemed to be a pretty good opportunity.


He grinned, imagining the confusion that was going through Butler’s mind as he headed back in their direction, then veered sharply to the left. And he laughed out loud as they all came to a screeching halt and scrambled to change direction in order to follow him. He heard shots, but they went wide; no one was going to be able to aim for at least a few seconds, and by that point he’d be leading them on a merry chase.


For all his joking with Jim about Wilkes Butler, Findlay knew the man was never to be taken lightly. Once you started underestimating the enemy, that was when he pulled something that got you killed. One hoverbike had already recovered and was barreling down at him. That was, Tychus suspected, the good marshal himself.


Tychus and Raynor had scouted out this locale for several kilometers around. While he did not quite know it like the back of his hand, Tychus suspected he was more familiar with it than Butler, and headed southwest to where he knew a nice little obstacle course would present itself.


Here in the New Sydney badlands, ravines, canyons, and the tower-like formations colorfully known as “hoodoos” were everywhere. The route Tychus took now was an alternate one he and Jim had scouted out and dismissed once they found the cave and the coolness it provided. It was twisted, convoluted, and dangerous—and therefore exactly what Tychus was looking for.


“Any sign of pursuit?” Tychus asked Jim.


“Nope,” came Raynor’s voice. “Looks like you got them all following you.”


Tychus slowed down slightly, just enough to tease his pursuers with the hope that they might actually catch him, and then took them to an open area where dozens of long, jagged hoodoos erupted from the earth. He drove straight toward one, veering at the last second. Butler’s men were good: they missed the stone pillar.


This time.


They weren’t so lucky the third time Tychus made a seemingly suicidal run at one, veering at the last minute. Two of Butler’s men were following too closely and collided spectacularly as they awkwardly attempted to avoid the rock. One of the bikes slid into the eons-old rock formation. A huge chunk toppled free and a third hoverbike narrowly avoided it, only to lose control and go spinning into the dirt.


Four more were still coming. Tychus lost one of them zipping in and out among the columns, and another when he led them straight for a dramatic drop-off, swerving at the last minute. He took the curve too fast, however, and found himself staring at a sheer rock wall. Swearing, Tychus leaped off the vulture scant seconds before it slammed into the stone. He hit the sunbaked earth hard enough to have the wind knocked out of him, but not hard enough to injure himself or—perhaps more importantly—dislodge the credit-laden pack strapped onto his back, and came up with his AGR-14 in his hands.


Gunfire spattered erratically around him. Findlay dove for the cover offered by a huge boulder and fired the rifle, taking down one of the two remaining vultures. The man leaped out of harm’s way but did not land as well as Tychus did, and as the final vulture came to a stop and there was a sudden silence in the hot air, Tychus heard the wounded man swearing.


“I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” Tychus warned as the man seated on the remaining intact vulture pointed a pistol at him.


“Tychus Findlay,” said Marshal Wilkes Butler. He didn’t lower the weapon. Tychus didn’t lower his. They stared at each other.


This was not the first time the two men had found themselves in this position. Wilkes Butler was in his early forties, of middling height and build. He was almost entirely ordinary looking except for a thick head of glossy black hair, a magnificent mustache that almost completely hid his mouth, and absolutely piercing blue eyes. Now he wore a helmet with a visor that hid both black hair and blue eyes, and the gun didn’t waver.


“Wilkes Butler,” Tychus rumbled in return.


“Where’s your buddy?”


“Nowhere you need to worry about,” Tychus replied. “I don’t know about you, but I’m finding it mighty hot out here. I could use a shower and a woman or two and a cold beer or three. Maybe you can go rustle up some iced tea or something.”


“You’ve stayed a step ahead of the law for too long,” Butler said. “If you’re so hot, I know a nice shady prison cell for you.”


Tychus sighed, brought the rifle over toward the still-swearing but living man, and planted a single spike between his legs a scant two inches from his crotch. The man squealed and scooted backward, an action that simply produced more pain.


“I missed,” Tychus said. “I won’t miss again. You shoot me, my finger convulses—your man is dead. Or else without some equipment I think he’ll miss right badly.”


Tychus saw the muscles in Butler’s jaw clench and could almost hear the man’s teeth grinding together. After a moment, he lowered the gun. Tychus made a beckoning gesture, and the marshal tossed the gun—carefully—in Tychus’s direction.


“I always said you was smarter than you looked,” Tychus said. “Off the bike, and slowly. Mine seems to have met with a mishap.”


Butler obeyed, his eyes looking daggers. With the rifle, Tychus waved him back to stand over near the wounded man, who, if he wasn’t imagining things, looked grateful at having been spared death or a fate worse than.


“Thank you kindly, Marshal,” Tychus said, straddling the vulture. “Nice bike you got here.”


Without another word, Tychus roared off into the distance. A scant second later, he heard shots being fired, but they went wide. He grinned and turned the bike back toward the cave where he would rendezvous with Raynor.


“Busted your darling yet?” he asked Jim as he approached.


“Nope,” came Jim’s voice in his ear through the link. “Waiting for you to unload it, you big ox. What’s taking you so long?”


“Had to change bikes. You intent upon keeping that antiquated music box?”


“Hell yeah. I’m coming back for her. I got a feeling she’s going to come in real handy one day.”


“You know what’s handy?” Tychus said. “A shitload of credits to buy beer, cigars, and women.”


“You got me there.”








CHAPTER THREE



TARSONIS CITY, TARSONIS


Tarsonis was the habitat of the rich and famous, of captains of industry, of scientific geniuses and political masterminds. The gleaming towers of its capital rose proudly, glittering structures whose lines were elegant and harmonious. They created an unparalleled skyline, representing the pinnacle of the Confederacy’s technology: not just a city, but a super-city. This was where deals—of all varieties—were struck, and where someone emerged flush with victory and someone went home licking his wounds, only to come back for another round. Any new fashion, event, or technology was seen and applauded and courted first here by the Old Families of the Confederacy. Tarsonis in all its splendor was in its own way not quite real: a high-tech toyland where fortunes were lost and made daily and all could be mended with the right wine, or cigar, or drug, or whispered word. The very air of Tarsonis City—so unimaginatively named by the Old Families, who were not particularly imaginative themselves—capital of the planet, seemed to thrum with power and felt thick with intrigue.


There was, as was true of all things, a shadow side to the shining city. There were slums, and alleys, and people lying in them. Some were even alive. They had no beautiful homes with verandas, no servants. They did not dine on expensive imported food; sometimes they did not dine at all. In a place called the Gutter—a slum that ran beneath most of the shining city, even under the senate building, Nagglfar Hall, its marble-columned glory lit as brightly as if it were midday—there was filth, and death, and malice. Tarsonis was as ugly as it was glorious.


An elderly, white-haired man strode down the steps of Nagglfar Hall with a briskness that belied his years. Hale and tanned, with the practiced smile of the lifetime politician, Senator Westyn MacMasters emerged from its hallowed depths. He waved genially to the throngs assembled as if they were old friends, even though they were separated from him by lines of Special Service agents who wore expressions that indicated they didn’t give a damn about the forthcoming speech, only about protecting their charge. As MacMasters approached the podium decorated with the crest of the stars and bars of the Terran Confederacy, there were still more lights: those of cameras filming the event. A band was playing the Confederate anthem, “To the Eternal Glory of the Confederacy,” and doing so rather well. It finished to great applause, and MacMasters smiled out at the crowd before beginning his speech.


The man in the window of the building kitty-corner to the senate building knew Tarsonis City well. He had lived there until his late teens, viewing the city from a private terrace of a sixty-three-room mansion.


His name had once been Ark Bennet, son of Errol Bennet, of the Old Family Bennets, and he knew the man who was currently in his sights had dinner with him, played with his two sons. But the man in the window, who blinked steadily, regulated his breathing and practically his heartbeat as his world slowed down, was no longer that privileged, impossibly sheltered young man.


As a teenager, straining against the constrictions placed on him by the circumstances of his birth, he had slipped out while attending a conference with his father in the Hall of Reason. Wandering less than a mile from the safety of the university, Ark Bennet, scion of one of the Old Families, had been approached by an attractive young woman, drugged, and abducted, and had wound up conscripted into the military. At first, he had been frantic to alert his father about his situation. He had filed forms and affidavits again and again. It seemed to have no effect.


And then something happened. He found something he was good at—very, very good at.


Killing.


Ark had been the son of wealth and privilege, but there had always been something lacking in his life: a purpose, a direction. Something he could contribute. And in the military, this almost uncanny gift he had—he had heard it termed “the X factor,” an ability to seemingly slow the passage of time as he took his shots—had helped win battles. Even more importantly, it had saved the lives of friends.


Ironically, it was when he had ceased to worry or wonder if he would ever have a chance to go home that two men from the Military Security Service had arrived. He had lied at first, saying that he had faked the claim about his true self. But they had confronted him with irrefutable proof as to his identity. It was then that he had pleaded with them—tried to explain as best he could what his new identity, his new role in the world and his ability to protect people he now thought of as family, meant to him. And they had understood, and at that moment Ark Bennet was dead, and Ryk Kydd was permitted to live on.


But things had happened. Bad things—things that shouldn’t have happened. Some friends—many—had died, and he had parted ways with those who survived. Ryk Kydd was, and would always be, a sniper par excellence. Except now he wasn’t doing it for the military: he was doing it for himself. He had become a hired killer. There was no noble cause now, just the cold action of pointing the rifle, squeezing the trigger, and collecting his pay.


Although he had once known the man lined up in his sights, Kydd felt nothing for him one way or the other. He didn’t care about MacMasters’s politics, or his family, or the ramifications of the action about to occur. All he cared about was doing this thing he was so good at, using the gift some hellish angel had blessed him with.
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It was at times like this that Jim Raynor, former marine
lance corporal, proud citizen of the Confederacy and erst-
while farm boy, felt most alive. At the speed at which he
was urging the vulture, the wind cooled his face so that the
oppressive heat vanished. He felt like a wolf hunting down
prey, except the purpose of today's adventure was not the
death of a living being but the death of the empty state of
Raynor’s and Tychus’s wallets. This was a cargo train, not
a passenger train, and inside its silvery innards was—if
Tychus’s tip was right, and Jim had every reason to believe
it would be—a very lovely, very large safe filled with Con-
federate credits.

“Why, it's a rescue mission, Jim,” Tychus had rumbled,
his blue eyes dancing with good humor as he had filled
Raynor in on the plan. “Those poor creds—they’d just be
condemned to lining the pockets of some 0ld Families who
don’t need any more money. Or else put to some nefarious
scheme that could hurt somebody. It's our duty—hell, it’s
our calling—to liberate them creds to where they could do
something that really mattered.”

“Like buying us drinks, women, and steak dinners.”

“That's a good start.”

“You've got a heart of gold, Tychus. I've never met such
an altruistic man in my life. | got goddamn tears in my
eyes.”

“It's a tough job, but somebody’s got to do it.”

Jim grinned as he recalled the conversation. He and
Tychus were behind the train, catching up to it quickly. He
stayed right and Tychus veered left. Tychus crossed over
the maglev tracks, adjusting the magnetic frequency on
his bike to compensate so that he, like the train itself,
could cross easily. Jim increased his speed, moving along-
side the maglev until the right car came into view. He and
Tychus had spent hours analyzing all kinds of transporta-
tion vessels over the last few years, sometimes simply from
blueprints or images, but usually up close and personal,
as they were about to do now. They had “liberated” other
credits before—it seemed to them like hundreds of thou-
sands over the years, although the liberated credits never
seemed to stay with them very long. That was all right too.
It was part of the ride that life had become.
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