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			Introduction

			I owe you an apology.

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

			But not you.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			Wait. That number couldn’t be right.

			Anthony assured me that it was.

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

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

			Cameron Dayton

		

	
		
			Week 1

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

				Testing emergency lockdown systems.

				Emergency lockdown systems operational.

				Blackstone gravity accelerator systems online.

				Blackstone thermal control system online.

				Blackstone life support systems online.

				All systems nominal.

				Transport vessel Sparrowhawk docked at Gate 03.

				Gate 03 air lock engaged.

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

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

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

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

				Transport vessel Brook’s Folly docked at Gate 01.

				Transport vessel Sunset docked at Gate 02.

				Transport vessel Undertow 2 docked at Gate 03.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

				@Adjutant3327 Call me Red, sweetheart.

			@Adjutant3327: @RedellQuinton Yes, Red.

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

			@TalenAyers: @Adjutant3327 Thanks for the kind invitation.

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

			To: Blackstone Research Staff 

			From: Dr. Helek Branamoor

			Subject: Welcome!

			Esteemed Colleagues:

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

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

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

			Dr. Helek Branamoor, PhD

			Chairman of Dominion Xenostudies

			Imperial Science Advisor

			Chief of Research for Project Blackstone

			To: Dr. Helek Branamoor; Blackstone Research Staff 

			From: Dr. Talen Ayers

			Subject: RE: Welcome!

			My Dear Dr. Branamoor,

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

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

			Dr. Talen Ayers, PhD

			Xenobiologist

			Best-selling author of Ayers on Aliens

			Frustrated invitee

			To: Blackstone Research Staff

			From: Dr. Helek Branamoor

			Subject: RE: Welcome!

			Esteemed Colleagues:

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

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

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

			Report to your assigned workspaces immediately.

			And again, welcome!

			Dr. Helek Branamoor, PhD

		

	
		
			In the Blood

			By Matt Burns

			BEEP.

			BEEP.

			BEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEP.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			Just another day in the port.

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

			I’m Vik. I’m not like them . . .

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			“Course. You?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

			“Well? What is it?” Vik urged.

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

			Vik’s instincts snarled. Run.

			“Zerg.”

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

			He’d thought they’d be bigger.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			“Whaddaya mean?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			“A private buyer?” Jace asked.

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

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

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

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

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

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

			“The buyer wants them alive. Understood?”

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

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

			Good dog.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			“Yeah. And then they’d eat us.”

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

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

			“Waste of good food,” Vik grumbled.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			“You’ve seen enough of them already.”

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

			“Soon,” Serj replied.

			“ ‘Soon’?”

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

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

			“Soon, boss,” he finally said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			“It’s Ivan’s property.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			Don’t go. Ignore it. Wait it out.

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

			Don’t go.

			But he did.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			“Payday!” Jace bellowed.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			“ZERG!” someone yelled.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

		

	
		
			Week 2

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

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

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

			@RedellQuinton: @TalenAyers My circles?

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

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

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

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

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

			Personal Log: Dr. Talen Ayers 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			TA

		

	
		
			A War On

			By James Waugh

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			“I know that.”

			“Now go to sleep, you big lug!”

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

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

			“Why are you watchin’ that, Virgil?”

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

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

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

			“That’s for sure, darling.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

			“Is he . . . ?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			“We gonna be farmers now?”

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

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

			“Well?”

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

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

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

			“Things are cheap on Shiloh.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			“I don’t.”

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

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

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

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

			“You can’t bring that, Virg.”

			“I know.”

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

			“I know.”

			“I know it ain’t easy.”

			“It’s not.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			“Oh, Ru. You okay?”

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

			“You get the IDs?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			Birch continued to fire!

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

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

			“Just keep moving!”

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

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

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

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

			“Move!”

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

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

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

			BOOOOOOM!

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			Virgil walked back down the block.

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

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

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