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Nova took a deep breath as the thudding pain subsided and readjusted her mask, but something was wrong.


The filters had been damaged by the hydralisk’s attack. This close to the rift in the planet’s surface, she noticed the same greenish gas swirling everywhere. She smelled a coppery scent like blood on the wind, and the scent seemed to wriggle its way deep into her lungs, pulsing with her own heartbeat until she glimpsed bursts of pink color like flowers opening across her sight.


She shook her head as if to clear it, then opened the channel to Ward. There was empty space before her, an easy path to the carriers and safety. But it wouldn’t last long.


“Protect your right flank and rear,” she said. “I’ll take the left.”


The terrified marines didn’t need any more prodding. They ran forward, fanning out and laying down suppressing fire as she took up a spot guarding their passage. She could hear Ward shouting at them to move faster. Zerglings attacked in waves, but she pushed them back with her C-20A, watching the skies for more mutalisks. They circled above her but did not attack, and she wondered why. Maybe they sensed what she had done to the last hydralisk and were keeping their distance.


The smell was terrible. It kept eating away at her until she could barely think straight.


In moments the marines reached the ship, boarded, and started the engines. “Come on,” Ward’s voice crackled in her earpiece. “Your turn! Move!”


She turned to the ship. “On my way—”


The hydralisks were advancing, crawling over the rock face in front of her, their jaws open and dripping fangs exposed. Dozens of them. They had closed off her escape route. She could sense even more coming, close enough now to overwhelm the carriers. With the mutalisks in the sky they would be lucky to make it at all. Now she realized why they had been circling; they were preparing for an all-out assault on the two ships after cutting her off from any hope of rescue.


She had no choice now. There was only one way out.


Kill them all. Like on Tarsonis.
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ALTARA


The drop-pod streaked across the maroon sky far above Oasis like a tiny shooting star, one of many hundreds of meteors that had burned up over the town in the last few days. Even if the town’s residents had bothered to glance up, they would have thought nothing of it; the meteor shower had become a near constant recently as a belt of space debris spun past just a hundred kilometers above Altara, and it would not cease for another four days.


But the residents of Oasis were not the type to look skyward. They had to watch their own backs or risk getting knifed for a handful of silium crystals or a case of Happy Jack’s Ale.


Impact in ninety-seven seconds. Agent X52735N ran a final check and found all systems online and functioning. Although the drop-pod interior was cramped and hot, and the seat’s padding was thin enough for the neosteel support bars to poke through, she hardly noticed. She settled her headpiece over her face, goggles tight against her skin, checked the heads-up display, and breathed in deeply. The headgear was light but powerful, interfacing with her suit’s computer to provide a sophisticated readout that constantly sampled her surroundings and helped her spot and target anything that moved. C-10 canister rifle was a check, for long-range shots. Sidearm in place for close quarters. Her heart rate increased only slightly, then settled back into a strong and steady thump. She was like a machine. Ghosts feared nothing. Why should they? For the Dominion’s most highly trained psionic assassins, fear was an alien concept.


The ghost went over her orders one more time. Dominion intelligence had picked up chatter indicating a possible UED terrorist cell operating on the dark side of Altara, a backwater planet full of criminals and convicts clustered primarily around the planet’s one major town, the ironically named Oasis. Major Spaulding and his 22nd Marine Division would provide support. X52735N would be inserted covertly into the suspected terrorist location and investigate the report in stealth mode, gather what information she could, take out UED members, and signal for pickup.


In and out, fast and clean, just the way she liked it. The locals wouldn’t even know she’d been here. With luck, she’d be back with the Annihilators by dinner.


Then why had the hairs suddenly stood up on the back of her neck?


She didn’t have time to think it through. The drop-pod struck with a roar and shudder that rattled her teeth and thrust her forward against the harness. She sensed a strangely spongy ground, and then all movement ceased.


Touchdown. One minute, forty-eight seconds to self-destruct.


Agent X52735N unstrapped herself from the harness and waited for the door to swing open as the metal ticked in the sudden silence. It revealed a whirl of red dust kicked up by the pod and a swirling, merciless wind. She’d landed right in a crater filled with the stuff. She looked out. This planet was an abomination: craggy, lifeless stretches of rock and dirt all the way to the horizon line, and her mask failed to completely eliminate the foul smell of brimstone in the air. The dust instantly coated everything, including the drop-pod, her hostile environment suit, sniper rifle, and headgear, lending a reddish blood-tinge to the light that filtered weakly down from above.


The ghost wiped her gloved fingers across her HUD, smearing it with red. Fekking hell. Cloaking would be all but useless here; her suit could vibrate the dust off, but it would gather again too quickly for it to matter. Better to wait until she was close to the target.


She jumped down, ducked her head, and ran for the nearest rocky outcropping far enough away from the drop-pod, which was already starting to degrade. In another few seconds it would be nothing but space debris slowly burying itself beneath the dust. If UED agents were actively monitoring the sky, they might have seen the drop-pod, but with luck, they would have decided it was simply another meteor.


Even so, she had to assume they might know someone was coming. Of course, that didn’t matter much to a ghost.


Sheltered from the wind, she accessed schematics of the planet from her suit’s computer. A prior deep-space scan had revealed a structure of some kind within a kilometer of this spot, and what appeared to be ramshackle barracks or shelters clustered around it, although nothing of the sort existed on any official map. This was kilometers away from Oasis, and none of the locals or transient criminals would have ventured out this far. It was a perfect location from which a terrorist cell could strike at Dominion targets. Several had been hit in the region lately, and this was quite likely the cell’s base.


Time to go to work. She loped westward, keeping the HUD active and scanning for signs of life. Nothing moved but the dust swirls, whipping jagged surfaces of rock clean and then covering them again just as quickly. Her screen became thick with the stuff, coloring everything with that bloody tinge.


Five minutes later the HUD indicated she was nearing the location. She slowed to a fast walk. There. A shape materialized out of the cloud, a man-made structure crouching on top of a high outcropping of granite about sixty meters away.


X52735N paused, astonished. A Kel-Morian refinery? She’d heard nothing about a mining operation around here. She instructed her computer to confirm. A scan identified it as Kel-Morian, but it had been modified in ways that were unclear. A Combine presence here, if that was what this meant, made things a lot more complicated. Kel-Morian and Dominion relations were fragile, to say the least. A terrorist cell with ties and support from the Combine meant a potentially explosive situation.


Perhaps the refinery had been stolen and retrofitted for some other purpose, she thought. But what?


Below the outcropping sat a supply depot and a ring of makeshift barracks, the kind that would house a work crew. An SCV sat parked diagonally between two of the barracks as if it had been hurriedly abandoned, and an ancient goliath walker stood silently nearby. But everything was dark and dead.


The ghost sensed something. A presence of some kind, possibly psionic, but she could not get a read on it and could not tell where it came from. Those hairs on the back of her neck stood up again, giving her pause. She had never experienced anything like this. Who—or what—could possibly hide itself from a ghost?


Someone with a psi-screen, and a good one. That had to be it. But still, judging by the number of shelters, there must be other terrans here. She should be sensing their thoughts. They couldn’t all be screened.


The wind picked up, whipping heavier pebbles against her suit’s artificial psi-sensitive muscle fiber. They’d planned the drop for dusk, and what little light that remained was swiftly fading. If she called in the marines, they would lose precious time, and any hope of keeping this a covert operation. And that was not what ghosts were for, after all: she had been trained as an assassin, and this was her mission. Obeying without question. She had to move fast.


X52735N crept forward under cover of the growing dark. The camp appeared to be vacant. Her scans picked up nothing alive or moving. She reached the SCV without incident, touched its flanks. Cold, and covered with more of that damned dust. It hadn’t been driven in some time. The goliath walker looked much the same, a neosteel approximation of a terran shape standing upright and covered in dust, its cannon arms modified with pinchers to grasp and lift but otherwise intact.


She peered at the outcropping of rock, about fifteen meters away now, and the refinery above it like some kind of monstrous creature crouched on the edge of a rift. For the first time, she noticed what looked like an abandoned mine opening in the face of the rock near the ground, about nine meters below the refinery. The opening was only about three meters across and black as pitch. Altara was known to have an extensive cave system, a labyrinth of passageways and yawning chasms that had claimed a number of more adventurous terran lives. The ghost wondered if this mine entrance led into them.


Something like that would provide the perfect cover for the base.


The wind brought a whisper that seemed to caress her spine, tracing up her scalp under her headpiece. Like a voice inside her head, although she could not make out the words. Goose bumps prickled her skin. Another scan of the refinery revealed no light or living thing, but the HUD showed a brief blip from just inside the mine entrance as she passed over it.


She froze. Movement, as someone—or something—darted from the edge of the black mouth, deeper inside. Just as quickly as the movement registered, it was gone.


X52735N’s suit sent a shiver through her, shaking loose the dust that clung to it, and she activated her cloaking device and raced for the entrance. It took her only seconds to cross the open ground, but it seemed like forever. Her entire body itched, and even with the cloak she felt exposed.


As soon as she ducked inside, her C-10 rifle out and ready, the sound of the wind died down and the darkness claimed her. She blinked rapidly behind her headpiece, trying to gain her bearings. But what little light remained in the sky did not penetrate more than a meter.


The ghost’s optic system added multispectrum imaging to her HUD, which revealed a rocky, carved tunnel reinforced with neosteel, quickly forking into two tunnels about nine meters in. The tunnels appeared to be empty, the roughness of the walls standing out in monochrome. She switched to heat-vision mode, looking beyond the walls into more tunnels and natural caverns; the system was extensive, to say the least. It could take days to explore, precious time that she didn’t have—


There. Judging by the heat signature, she saw something vaguely human running through a large open space beyond the right fork in the tunnel.


X52735N raced silently forward over the rocky ground. She would identify the target and interrogate if possible, but she had to move fast. This was the most delicate part of the mission; if the UED had indeed set up a base inside the mine, it was likely well protected. She had to get to the target before others could be warned of her presence.


The right tunnel showed signs of heavy activity. The rock had been scraped recently, as if something large had passed through, and many footprints dotted the ground where the dust had built up. It was not long, and she reached the end in moments, finding herself at the edge of a vast cavern. She paused, astonished. It looked like a storage facility. Collectors lined the walls, at least a half dozen unmanned units. From the look of things, vespene containers had been stacked here once, and a lot of them. But they were gone now, and the space was dark.


She scanned the huge cavern for any signs of life and found it empty. There was only one exit near the far end. Whoever had been running through here must have gone in that direction. She reached out psionically and found … nothing. Not just a lack of any terran thought patterns, which would have been strange enough, considering she was chasing someone. This felt artificial to her, a complete absence of anything at all—a vacuum.


Her senses were on full alert, but for the life of her, she could not figure out why. She had found nothing so far that would indicate a heavy enemy presence or anything that would pose a threat to her. As a ghost with a psi index of 6.5, she was one of an elite squad of the most highly trained operatives in the galaxy, an expert in hand-to-hand combat, able to read minds, her suit enhancing her physical abilities far beyond a normal terran’s. Nothing but protoss and the zerg Queen of Blades could boast of psionic abilities greater than those of ghosts. And this was clearly not an alien operation.


X52735N crossed the cavern to the far opening. It was a natural fissure in the rock, roughly triangular and far older than the first two tunnels. She ducked inside, took a few tentative steps with the rifle up and ready, her own breathing heavy in her ears. The walls were no more than three meters apart, and she felt them closing in on her. The ceiling came to a point not far above her head, and she imagined the weight of the rock poised above her, many tons of it pressing down.


This was not like her at all. She was tensing up, sensing a trap, on full alert and on the edge of losing control, with no obvious reason for it. Her cloaking device was still on; even with advanced optics, nobody would be able to see her. She took another few steps, trying to calm her breathing. Pull yourself together, girl.


A meter farther in, the fissure began to expand again, the ceiling rising higher above her head, then took a jag to the left. Her suit’s sensors alerted her to the danger before she saw it herself. The floor split with a hairline crack that quickly grew wide enough to swallow a man. A faint blue-green glow drifted up from below, along with something else. At first she thought it was vespene gas, but the sensors could not get a reading on it. It eddied around her feet like mist.


Kath Toom.


X52735N let out a gasp, whirled, searching for a target, but saw nothing. The tunnel was empty and silent, the voice inside her head.


I’m coming for you.


She spun again, peering into the darkness, her own heartbeat thumping in her throat.


The attack came out of nowhere, a stunning blow to the back of her neck that knocked her off balance, her rifle ripped from her grasp and skittering away across the rock floor. Stars exploded across her vision as she went into a roll, instincts kicking in even as her mind began frantically trying to process who, or what, was after her, and how it had found her cloaked form. She could not sense anything, could not hear any inner thoughts beyond what had just been fed to her, the normal internal terran chatter most telepaths endure on a daily basis completely absent.


She came to her feet in one fluid movement, sidearm already in her hand, and caught a glimpse of a shadowy, black-suited figure, gone before she had the chance to react; her roundhouse kick met nothing but air. Vanished.


Panic rose up and she pushed it roughly away, her training at the Ghost Academy and her combat experience flooding back. Identify the enemy, locate a weakness, and exploit it.


Your ghost training won’t help you here, Toom.


This time she saw nothing at all before she was struck full in the face with what felt like a neosteel beam, her headgear wrenched away, blood filling her mouth as she gasped for air and staggered backward. Suddenly blind in the dark, she pulled the gun’s trigger, flashes lighting up the walls like a strobe as she spun in a circle and laid down suppressing fire, trying to regain her bearings. Her head was ringing and the panic was a full-blown screeching mutalisk inside her now, and she turned and leapt over the faintly glowing rift in the floor to the other side, a sob catching in her throat as the mistlike gas washed over her.


Laughter followed her, echoing off the rock on all sides. Breathe deep, little ghost. And see the light.


X52735N fumbled through the darkness, arms outstretched until she touched the wall, a metallic stench in her nostrils. It smelled like the blood that still dripped from her split upper lip. Kath Toom? It had been so long since she had heard her real name, she could barely remember it. All ghosts were subjected to memory wipes after the academy, and again after every major mission, and they were trained to respond to their ghost ID as a rule. She had gotten used to thinking of herself as a number. How was it possible that her attacker knew who she was?


Breathe deep. In spite of herself, she did. Something began to worm its way into her mind, lighting her up from the inside. Her pulse quickened further, beads of sweat breaking out on her forehead. Flashes stuttered before her eyes: a training mission from her academy days, a darkened maze seeded with weapons and attack robots, others there with her, working as a team; leaping across the cracked surface and lava rivers of Gohbus in pursuit of space pirates; the Kal-Bryant Mining Conglomerate symbol on a wood-paneled wall, and a familiar, scarred, and twisted face filled with so much sadness it made her weep.


Daddy?


She threw up her arms as if to ward off an attack and stumbled backward into the crevice in the floor behind her. She fell, screaming, into the abyss.


An iron grip clutched her outstretched wrist, and a vicious jerk brought her up short. She dangled, swinging gently, and the hand pulled her upward, over the lip of rock, until she lay panting on her stomach, quivering and broken.


Kath?


Yes. She nodded, looking up through a prism of tears. I remember.


More laughter followed her, echoing off the rock on all sides. Then a hooded face leaned toward her in the faint glow.


Good. Now go to sleep again, little ghost. A fist came crashing down, sending Agent X52735N, otherwise known as Kath Toom, deeper into blackness.
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THE PALATINE
FOUR DAYS LATER


Reports of an attack by UED terrorists upon an Atticus Minor refinery were confirmed last night by UNN sources. Explosive charges meant to take down the refinery’s storage towers misfired, according to these same sources, and there was no damage to the refinery, thanks to the quick actions of Dominion forces. Several members of the terrorist group were retained for interrogation. Emperor Mengsk issued a brief statement, calling the group “impotent leftovers” of a failed campaign and vowing to stamp out the last of the stranded UED presence scattered across the Dominion.


This marks the latest in a series of loosely organized and largely unsuccessful terrorist attacks on Terran Dominion locations. While it is estimated that a handful of these UED cells remain active, they pose no real threat to citizens, and marines are closing in fast. Those with information on such cells are urged to contact their local authorities immediately. This is Kate Lockwell reporting for the Universal News Network …


Agent X41822N, November Terra, dressed quietly in the dark, the deep thrumming of the battlecruiser Palatine’s engines changing beneath her as they powered down from warp. She had grabbed a few minutes of uninterrupted sleep, but they were close now, and she wanted to be on the bridge before the target was in range. Whatever waited for them on Altara was a mystery at the moment, and she didn’t like mysteries. They were too unpredictable.


Nova’s quarters on the Palatine were larger than most, but far from luxurious, and she preferred the dark to keep her from feeling confined by the stark, windowless walls. She stretched, feeling the restlessness in her muscles. Her white and blue hostile environment suit clung to her like a second skin as she opened the door and emerged, blinking, into the lighted corridor. A well-muscled marine coming the other way gave her a wide berth while looking her up and down. Private Godard. She didn’t need to be a teep to know what he was thinking. Then again, she was used to it. The effect she had on men was a curious mixture of lust and fear, and she never hesitated to use their discomfort to serve her purposes when necessary.


She made her way through the tight, mazelike passages of the marine battlecruiser toward the bridge, passing the galley, where the smell of acrid coffee and mirafruit pies wafted over her and the gruff voices of marines shattered the momentary quiet. A small group of them in full combat suits was sitting at a nearby table with a game of holocards, the splayed hands the men were playing hovering in the air in front of them as they swiped from the virtual deck and swore good-naturedly at each other. The seemingly calm atmosphere didn’t fool her; she could sense their impatience as they waited for orders to deploy. The entire ship was alive with the anticipation that comes with an impending battle, and the buzz of elevated thought patterns made her skin tingle.


She reviewed her briefings one more time along the way. A ghost wrangler’s distress call had been picked up by the Palatine, Colonel Hauler’s ship, and relayed to the city of Augustgrad, the center of Dominion power. Some kind of explosion had occurred on Altara during the wrangler’s investigation of a missing ghost. It was unclear whether the ghost had been found, or whether the wrangler himself had survived the blast. November Terra had been ordered to respond, with support from Hauler’s marines.


Under other circumstances, she might have prepared for a relatively simple recovery and fact-finding mission. But this was not the first ghost who had disappeared during the past few months, and that was more than unusual. Neural inhibitors and regular mind wipes kept them loyal to the Dominion, even if they might have otherwise felt the urge to stray. Your average ghost didn’t just go AWOL because she wanted a little downtime, and wranglers didn’t send out distress calls unless something was seriously wrong. That, combined with scattered reports of terrorist attacks on strategic Dominion strongholds by some kind of special forces unit with ghostlike abilities, made for some serious conspiracy theories.


Nova had her own reasons for embracing the blissful ignorance of her past that came with becoming a ghost. Even if she didn’t remember them. She fingered the well-worn slip of paper she kept tucked into her ghost suit. She didn’t have to unfold and read it to know what it said: an old fortune from a Tarsonis well-cake, kept as a note to herself and meant as a message or warning. Sometimes forgetting what’s behind is the only way to look ahead.


As Nova neared the bridge, she expected to find them preparing for an orderly deployment to the surface of Altara. But even before she strode through the door, she felt the tension in the air. She felt something else too: a massive presence headed their way, a sea of interconnected thoughts too alien to make out, like the whisperings of a hushed crowd before a big performance.


Zerg.


The room fairly crackled with electricity, the attitude of those manning the bridge confirming what she already knew. An alien zerg mass was approaching, and quickly. The surface thoughts of the tactical officer and captain on the bridge were a mixture of confusion and fear; neither one of them had ever seen a zerg before, and the Dominion’s official line was that the species was dormant and hadn’t been seen in years. Nova, of course, knew better, but even she had to admit to a momentary pause when considering that something so utterly inhuman and bloodthirsty was nearby. They either devoured or absorbed the genetic blueprint of every life-form in their wake, with new and more dangerous versions cropping up as a result. Nobody, not even a ghost, engaged them in battle if they could avoid it.


The real question is: what are they doing here?


Colonel Jackson Hauler stood at the observation window and stared out into space, his massive arms folded behind his back, balding dome shining under the lights. Nova had been assigned to his squadron for this mission, and quite possibly others before it, although she wasn’t sure due to the standard ghost program protocol of mind wipes and the fact that many missions had been designated top-level clearance and “need to know only” in the virtual files.


The squadron’s history was hidden to her, and she found it unnerving, as usual, to sense that others had memories of time spent together that she did not. It often led to some awkward conversations, which was one reason ghosts tended to be loners, set apart from the rest of the crew both physically and mentally. Without a past, it was difficult to build relationships.


Which, of course, was the way the Dominion liked it. Ghosts were meant to complete their missions with as few distractions as possible.


Altara was a swiftly growing speck of red among an ocean of stars, and Hauler seemed to study it as if he might glean some kind of essential meaning from the sight. They were no more than an hour away, and he should have been down in the trenches preparing the marines and dropships for deployment. The new threat of the zerg had probably brought him here instead, and Nova could sense his impatience.


“How far?” he said, without turning around.


“Twenty minutes, sir,” the tactical officer said, flicking toggles and reorienting the radar map on the viewscreen in the center of the room. The display glowed green, then red, showing the projected trajectory of the mass. “They’ll beat us to the planet by at least half an hour, even at full power.”


“You’re certain of their target?”


“If they continue on this path, yes.” The officer hesitated. “Sir, if I may ask, these … zerg, they’re—”


“No, you may not ask a goddamn thing.” Hauler spun around and grabbed the railing on the observation deck with both hands, his imposing face glowering, salt-and-pepper goatee fairly quivering with anger. “How the fekk did we not see them coming?”


The tactical officer’s face grew red. “Sir, I—”


“There was no warning,” Captain Rourke said smoothly, stepping into the line of fire. She kept her hands clasped at her slender waist; only her shoulders betrayed the tenseness of her body as she addressed the colonel. Nova caught a fragment of her distaste before Rourke clamped it off mentally like the jaws of a steel trap snapping shut. Captain Rourke was a formidable woman, but even she seemed to wilt slightly in the face of Colonel Hauler’s wrath. “We warped in, and our scanners immediately picked them up. There was no way for Officer Harvey to have anticipated their arrival. We’ve done the best we can, under the circumstances.”


“Don’t crap on a cracker and call it caviar, Captain. What are they after?”


“Impossible to say. It could be a coincidence.”


“It’s not,” Nova said. “The zerg are being drawn here by something. I can feel it.”


Hauler turned to face her, as if surprised by her presence, although Nova knew full well he had been aware of her from the moment she had entered the bridge. “Agent X41822N, how nice to see you. Thought you’d be strapping into a dropship about now.”


“I have yet to receive final orders to deploy.”


Hauler nodded. He took the short steps down to the main floor. “It’s good you’re here. This zerg mass changes everything. We’re no longer following a simple fact-finding and recovery mission. There’s a low priority on saving terran lives down there on the surface—Altara is a cesspool, as you well know, and not highly populated—but we’ll have to engage the aliens if we want to find this wrangler and his ghost.”


“Yes, sir.”


“They’re being drawn here … Are you suggesting some kind of psi emitter?”


“I don’t know,” Nova said. The fact was, zerg were attracted to strong psionic signals. But a psi emitter would require a ghost to activate it. And that led to many more questions that were more difficult to answer.


She could still feel the tactical officer’s confusion and fear when facing the zerg mass, and she didn’t like it. He had an image in his mind of a snarling creature with fangs dripping blood, a movie monster of the highest order. The reality, she thought grimly, was far worse. Hauler’s marines were a mixture of old Confederate defectors and Dominion resocialized additions, but none of them had much experience fighting zerg.


“I want to go in first,” she said to Hauler. “It will give your men more time to be briefed. I can relay the landscape to you and allow you to probe for weaknesses before you provide tactical support.”


The colonel shook his head. “Even with a full squadron of marines—”


“Alone,” she said, and added, “sir.” What she didn’t add was her belief that the marines would only be a liability to her in their present state, and that the chance of collateral damage was high. Get me in there and let me do my thing.


Hauler stared at her for a long moment, then threw back his head and laughed. “You’ve got brass balls, I’ll give you that much. Then again, I knew that already. Captain!”


Captain Rourke snapped to attention. “Yes, sir?”


“Bring this ship in fast and low. I want to know exactly where these pimples land on the ass of Altara, and I want you to bring us directly over it. Understood?” The captain nodded, and Hauler turned back to Nova.


“All right,” he said, the laughter gone from his broad, regal face. “You got your wish. You’ve got one hour on the ground. Just don’t make me regret it.”
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THE ZERG


Long before the surface of Altara came into view, Nova could sense that something was terribly wrong.


The Palatine’s computer had scanned for zerg activity and found it clustered around a particular rocky outcropping, kilometers away from the town of Oasis. That much was good, as civilian casualties, at least for the moment, appeared to be minimal. But the zerg were voracious predators, laying waste to entire planets in a matter of days through the spread of creep, an organic bio-matter that grew rapidly to cover the ground like a carpet and served as the aliens’ nourishment, among other things. Creep was disgusting stuff, purple, thick, and slimy to the touch. The only way to destroy it was to burn it, and even then, it could return. If creep spores had made it to the surface, and the zerg had established a hatchery, Altara was on borrowed time.


But that wasn’t what worried her the most. The atmosphere, normally thick with red dust, had taken on a strange, sickly greenish hue. She could see the stuff eddying like mist through the drop-pod’s monitors as she hurtled through it, although the ship’s scanners could not identify it as anything known to man: it wasn’t exactly vespene gas, although its chemical makeup was similar, and it didn’t appear to be related to the zerg either. The computer confirmed that it was flowing steadily from a rift in the planet’s surface, right at the spot where the zerg were clustered, and the same place where the wrangler had sent his distress call.


Whatever explosion had occurred on Altara had released a substance that drew zerg like moths to a flame. She could feel it too. It pushed and probed at her mind like the presence of the aliens themselves, a psionic beacon she couldn’t ignore.


Nova let the pod’s filtration systems capture some of the strange gas for a quick chemical analysis, then relayed what she had to the Palatine’s comm officer, asked him to have the ship’s tech try to identify the substance, and set the pod to land about a half click away from the area of high zerg activity. She couldn’t help but think about the missing ghost, who had probably taken a similar path to the planet’s surface. The records showed that she was an experienced agent. What had she been thinking about as the pod was about to touch down? How quickly had she been overcome, and what had happened to her?


The pod’s comm unit winked on; the vidscreen stuttered; and a moment later Hauler’s face came into view. “We’re loaded to the gills,” he said. “My men have been fully briefed and are ready for action. Our scans are showing a significant alien presence, and they are buzzing like cracked-off hornets being poked with a stick, so you get us a read on the ground. We’re coming in fast. Don’t play the hero, understand?”


“I can take care of myself.”


Hauler frowned. “You damn well better. I don’t want the ghost program coming after my ass for letting one of their prize toys get damaged.” He blinked out.


I can’t get a good read on him, Nova thought as she prepared for landing. Dominion regulations prohibited telepaths from probing terran minds without cause, and she wouldn’t think about scanning a colonel without express permission. But that didn’t stop the occasional surface thought from slipping through, even with her neural inhibitor in place. With a psi index of 10, the highest possible score, Nova was one of the most powerful ghosts in existence. She couldn’t help reading people. In Nova’s experience, most hid their real selves from the world, constantly questioning both their own decisions and those of others. Terrans were a suspicious race by nature. She hadn’t sensed anything other than surface thoughts from Colonel Hauler in the time they’d been serving together. He was a good soldier, loyal to the emperor, beloved by his men, and willing to fight to the death to protect the Dominion.


If I didn’t know better now, I might believe he was worried about me.


The pod’s computers alerted her to touchdown. A moment later she was leaping to the dusty, parched ground as the pod began to degrade behind her. Her suit’s cloaking device was activated, although she knew it wouldn’t matter much to the zerg if overlords were around to detect her. But it might give her enough of an edge to make a difference.


The wrangler’s ship was located off the right side of the rocky cliff. If it wasn’t already overcome by zerg, it would be soon, and the chances of recovering anyone alive there would vanish. Nova unholstered her C-20A canister rifle and faced the hostile landscape alone. She didn’t need her suit’s computer to know where the zerg were. She could feel them already. She shuddered. Hauler was right; they were buzzing with excitement, and the feeling was like being violated by an alien tongue bathing the folds of her brain.


Relaying what she saw directly back to the Palatine, she moved quickly forward through the swirling red dust, the wind plucking at her and sending tiny pebbles bouncing off her suit and goggles. Even this far out, she saw signs that a powerful explosion had occurred recently. Pieces of torn, twisted metal stuck up from the ground like some kind of blackened sculptures, so damaged they were impossible to identify. Scans showed the cliff face ahead had been ripped apart, creating the huge gash in the rock where the green gas drifted upward.


She slipped over jagged rock and through depressions filled with red dust, making her way through the inhospitable landscape. As she moved closer to the target the ground under her feet got even rougher, the red dust coating her from head to foot. She had to keep vibrating the suit psionically to shake it free. Finally she stopped short.


“Visual confirmation of zerg activity,” she said into her comm unit, staring at the rift ahead. “Creep not yet present out here. Are you getting this?”


Less than two hundred meters away, the zerg throng pulsed and writhed like a monstrous, many-segmented beast across the cliff face. Three overlords hovered directly overhead, their massive, swollen bodies and claws hanging like those of enormous ticks as they disgorged more zerglings and hydralisks from pockets of their carapaces. Drones swarmed over the rock, already mutating into the organic towers the zerg used as a base of operations.


“Affirmative,” the tactical officer’s voice crackled in her ears.


“No sign of the wrangler,” Nova said. “Tell Colonel Hauler to hold. It’s too hot down here. I’m going to get a better look—”


Nova leapt from her perch as the thundering sound of a grizzly armed carrier made her glance up. She deactivated her cloaking device as the ship passed directly over her before settling on a flat stretch nearby, its engines stirring up swirls of dust. The loading gates swung open and marines in full CMC-400 powered combat suits began to deploy, their heavy boots thudding against the ground, exoskeleton hydraulics whirring.


They might as well have set off a nuclear warhead to announce their presence. She looked up and saw another carrier preparing to land, then glanced back at the first ship, its doors still wide open, marines too vulnerable in the open space. Someone gave her a wave. She sensed Godard, the muscled marine who had passed her in the hallway earlier, and she knew he was grinning at her behind his glossy helmet shield. She could feel his confidence in the squadron and his own weaponry, heard the pep talk Hauler had given them all when they had prepared to deploy as Godard went over it again in his mind. He thought he had nothing to fear.


I’ve got a bad feeling about this.


“What are you doing?” she barked into her comm unit. “I told you to hold.”


This time Hauler’s voice crackled through her headset. “Negative. We can take it from here. You find that wrangler.”


“Sir, your men are not prepared for what they’re going to find. You promised me at least an hour on the ground. Let me look for a better way through—”


“We’ve had this conversation before. My squadron is the best in the sector, and you’re not their babysitter. There’s no hatchery yet and not enough zerg on the ground to matter. Marauders and tanks are on the way. Check in with Ward and then complete your mission.”


“Affirmative,” she said, and switched the cloaking device back on. She glanced over her shoulder at the zerg horde. Nova had no doubt that the troops were skittish. It was one thing to hear the news that a supposedly dormant species had reappeared, and quite another to see it in action. The overlords seemed indifferent to the presence of the carriers, but there were even more drones now. The carriers had flak cannons, missiles, and B2-C concussion bombs, but they were too slow and clumsy to make much of a difference against an army of mutalisks, even if they could get airborne in time, and they had no bunkers for protection.


The marines and medics from the first ship were led by Lieutenant Chet Ward, a hard-drinking, cocky veteran of many terran skirmishes. Nova had run into him a few times in the Palatine, but he usually kept his distance. She felt his distrust of ghosts, and for good reason: there was a rumor that he’d once choked a woman from Hudderstown Colony to death in a drunken rage and then fled the scene. A teenaged farmer’s son had been blamed and executed for the crime, but she sensed some truth to Ward’s involvement.


None of this mattered now, but the fact that he’d never fought the zerg did. He was likely to underestimate them. Nova slipped unseen toward the marines’ right flank and opened her comm frequency to the lieutenant’s headset. “Ward, get your men to higher ground and scan for lurkers. Then dig in and wait for the tanks to deploy for cover. I’ve got to go after the wrangler.”


“I don’t take orders from a ghost.” Ward’s voice was cold in her ears. She could see him whirling around, searching for her in vain, and she could sense his frustration.


“You’re going to get yourself killed—”


“You do your job; I’ll do mine. The element of surprise, understand? These bugs won’t know what hit them.”


Ward’s hostility was clear, but he directed two of his men to take positions on rocky slabs above them and scout for approaching alien forces. The wind whipped dust across the landscape as Ward spread the rest of his squad across the stretch of open ground, moving toward a rocky opening.


As they neared the rocks a few marines looked up as pebbles, dislodged from the slabs above, began to trickle down. They stopped and milled about restlessly, bringing their weapons up, unsure where to point them.


“Report,” Ward’s voice crackled through the comm. “Anything on the horizon?”


His scouts responded instantly, their voices strained. “There’s movement, sir, but it’s not clear. Multiple positions. Can’t see through this fekking dust!”


An alien, high-pitched sound, a cross between a moan and shriek, drifted across the barren ground. Nova felt the men’s apprehension tick up another notch as the scouts’ rifles went off and one of them screamed.


The ground began to shake. She felt enemy forces swarming toward the spot from farther away, but there was far worse news than that; she sensed some of them were already here.


Oh, no. They were burrowing. She shouted out a warning into her comm unit as the shaking grew worse, but there was no more time to react.


The marines’ thoughts turned to terror as three huge, heavily armored roaches exploded from underneath the rocky slabs one after another, almost directly under the marines’ feet. They set their legs like giant crabs and skittered forward. The lead roach let loose with a spray of acidic bile from its jagged maw, hitting a marine full in the facemask. The man started to scream as the acid began to eat through the neosteel of his suit and dissolve the flesh beneath it.


Those who were able to react opened fire, but the roaches’ armored plates were difficult to penetrate, and they seemed to regenerate themselves as quickly as the marines could inflict any damage. More terran screams split the air as a moment later a zergling pack leapt over the granite slabs in a wave of clicking alien claws. The marines mowed down the first group with their rifles, but more leapt over the dying bodies of their comrades.


Even with their protective suit armor, the marines were nearly overwhelmed by the force of the zerg attack. The zerglings were the size of large dogs, with sharp fangs and scythelike claws that could disembowel a man in seconds. Zerglings and roaches alone were formidable opponents, but together they were nearly unstoppable against marines without tank support or bunkers to provide protection. For every alien that went down in a spray of blood, another replaced it. As the rest of the troops turned to face the charging enemy, more zerglings leapt from the rocky slabs above them. One landed on the back of Private Godard, who jerked the trigger on his rifle as he stumbled, off balance, the rounds tearing into the suit of a nearby fellow marine and separating it at the elbow. Blood spurted in a wide fountain as the wounded soldier spun frantically and grabbed at his amputated arm, then slumped to the ground as the stimpacks kicked in and his combat suit automatically sealed off the stump.


Still cloaked, Nova raced forward, took quick aim at the zergling on Godard’s back, and fired, using her psionic abilities to teek the round slightly to the right as the marine stumbled again. The alien’s head exploded and the creature dropped, twitching, to the ground. Not breaking stride, she leapt over a zergling carcass and put ten rounds below the bony carapace of a roach, avoiding its steaming blood as it jerked and writhed in the dust. Before it could regenerate, she met its alien, glassy stare and sent a teek blast directly into its skull, killing it instantly.


Marine rifles barked. Medics were tending to the wounded, although several of them were already dead themselves, and those left were overwhelmed with bloody and dying soldiers. She could feel the marines’ confusion as she moved among them, could almost smell their fear. But her cloaking device kept her hidden and allowed her to move freely among the zerg. She seemed to dance alone through the dusty air, humming with her own psionic power as she teeked the massive roach carcass off the ground and hurtled it at a cluster of zerglings, crushing them beneath bony plates and spines.


But it wasn’t enough. She realized that she was the only thing standing between the remaining troops and an utter massacre. She had to act quickly. “Ward,” she said. “Take some men, climb to the high point on the left, and wait for me. Lay down a cross fire on my signal.”


Ward’s voice, high and strained, crackled through. “I don’t understand. Where the fekk are you …?”


“Just do it,” she said. A zergling’s bony jaws snapped shut centimeters from her left leg, and she sent a teek blast at it, bursting its skull like a rotten mirafruit. She took three more out the same way, creating a little breathing room. Then she darted back toward the opening in the rock, uncloaking and standing still for a moment to get the aliens’ attention. She could not fire in here again, had to get them away from the cluster of marines or risk collateral damage.


Bait.


It worked. The zerglings and remaining roaches turned to follow her. The roaches were fast, almost too fast. They nearly got to her with a stream of bile that etched the ground as she passed through the opening between the rocks, then she put on a burst of speed and teeked herself up the right-hand slab of granite like a spider on a sheer wall. She reached the top in seconds, turned, and aimed back down into the opening where the zerg had clustered.


“Now, Ward,” she said, looking across at the lieutenant, who had stationed himself opposite her along with a half dozen others. “Focus your rounds and don’t stop!”


They all opened fire, the rounds tearing into the aliens as they tried to scatter. The marines still inside the open space quickly got the hint, joining with a steady line of fire from below. In a matter of seconds, most of the zerglings were dead or dying, their blood wetting the dusty ground. The two roaches went down under the blistering attack, unable to regenerate quickly enough, wriggling and twitching until they finally burst in a spatter of alien gore, their acidic bile eating into the rock and leaving a trail of steaming cracks and holes.


Shouts from the troops echoed through her headset. The few remaining zerglings were quickly dispatched by marines as Nova leapt back down, remaining in full view this time. Any of them shocked by her sudden appearance were smart enough to remain quiet and keep their distance. She sensed their unease; most terrans felt the same about ghosts, a natural tendency when faced with someone who can read minds.
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Dominion ghosts epitomize the height of terran evolution and physi-
cal conditioning. Augmented by technologies that hamess their innate
psionic potential, these lethal operatives use telepathy and other su-
perhuman powers to isolate and destroy the enemies of the Dominion.
But when the hunters become the hunted and ghosts start disappearing
without a trace, even the most dangerous human soldiers in the Koprulu
sector have something to fear...

Enter Nova Terra, a ghost of unparalleled ability. On orders from
Emperor Arcturus Mengsk, Nova embarks on a secret mission to find her
missing comrades. As her investigation leads down a maze of dark cor-
ridors, painful memories of her pre-ghost years begin to surface. Soon,
Nova learns that there might be a connection between the missing agents
and her past, a discovery that will pit her against both the shadows of
her youth and a terrifying new breed of psionic warrior: spectres.
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