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PROLOG

Her g reat  eng ines  blaz ing, the mi le- long vesse l  thrashed agains t 
the re lent les s  pul l  of  g ravi ty that  dragged her  toward the abyss .  
Violent  t remor s  r ipped through her hul l  l ike the convuls ions  of  a 
dying animal .

The gaping hole in space vomited tendr i l s  of  g ravi ty that 
coi led around her. With each twis t , wave upon crushing wave of 
force spira led through her decks . Bulkheads  crumpled beneath 
their  own ampl i f ied weight . Suppor t  cables  snapped f rom their 
moor ings  l ike s tee l  bul lwhips . Real i ty  tore apar t .

The launch bay bucked violent ly. Over s ix hundred feet  in length, 
the s t ructure conta ined f l ight  decks , hangar s , and vehic les . In a 
c loud of  vapor and g l i t ter ing debr i s  the ent i re  bay tore f ree f rom 
i t s  pylon mounts  amid the shr iek of  tor tured meta l . I t  tumbled 
away, di s so lv ing into the vor tex l ike a  f ading shadow.

Two of  her  eng ines  died in quick success ion and the g reat  ship 
f a l tered.  With a  s ickening lurch she s l id  backward, s lowly at  f i r s t , 
then accelerat ing, p lummeting toward the caver nous hole in space.

Mor ta l ly  wounded and out  of  control , the Ascens ion  fe l l  into the 
void. 

As she did, the screams of  her  crew fe l l  with her. 
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Jenner s ighed wear i ly  a s  an arc of  ye l low l ight  swept through the 
darkness , rotat ing to the pul s ing drone of  a  war ning c laxon. With 
a  hammer-on-anvi l  r ing, hydraul ic  rams withdrew a dozen s tee l 
lugs  back into the re inforced doorframe. A widening shaf t  of  l ight 
poured out  a s  the s ixteen-ton door s  par ted with a  deep, g r inding 
rumble. With a  f ina l , meta l l ic  c lang the e levator  door s  s tood open.

The surge of  re l ie f  he lped him ignore Br iggs ’ most  recent  jab. 
“What ’d I  te l l  ya?  Out and back. That  wasn’t  so bad, was  i t ?”

Truth be  to ld , Jenner thought ,  “mise rabl e” would have  been a  be t t e r 
de s c r ip t ion. 

Dr iving the huge t ruck out  to the chem f ac i l i ty  had been a 
constant  s t ruggle, fo l lowed by a  long wai t  a s  the empty hex tank 
was swapped for  a  fu l l  one. After  wrangl ing a  swimming pool  fu l l 
of  hex back across  the rough ter ra in, the l ights  of  the compound 
looked l ike heaven.

Most  of  the tar mac was  f ramed by a  thick ber m of  g ravel  and s lag 
that  had been bul ldozed into an expedient  bar r icade. The top of 
the ber m was laced with twis ted coi l s  of  razor-r ibbon. A pair  of 
concrete guard tower s  rose above the makeshi f t  wal l , def ining the 
forward edge of  the cour tyard.
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The souther n edge backed direct ly  into the base of  the mounta in. 
Tons of  s tone had been cut  away to create a  sheer  wal l  that  rose 
near ly  thir ty meter s . Centered in that  f l a t  expanse of  g rani te, a 
lone window gazed down upon the cour tyard. The wide e levator 
door centered direct ly  be low the window.

Orange-ves ted f igures  emerged f rom the mammoth e levator, 
fo l lowed by two smal l  ye l low tractor s  that  br i s t led with antannae. 
The vehic les  moved to e i ther  s ide of  the t ruck whi le  technic ians 
scur r ied about haul ing power l ines  and a i r  hoses .

Jenner tos sed a  wear y nod, “What ’s  the dea l?”

“Secur i ty runs  a  scan of  the tank,” Br iggs  repl ied. “Gotta  make 
sure we didn’t  p ick up anything l ike a  t racking device or  a  bomb.”

“Aside f rom the one we packed our se lves?”

Br iggs  gave two rapid s t rokes  on the fet id c igar  but  otherwise 
ignored the comment. “That  scanner can look c lean through the 
t ruck, i t ’ l l  even spot  cracks  in the tank wal l . Bet ter  to know out 
here before we haul  thi s  thing into the shaf t . Las t  t ime we had a 
leak was  when some idiot  opened the pres sure va lve on the input 
l ine without checking to see that  the backf lush had been set .” 
Br iggs  paused, watching Jenner process  the infor mat ion. “You 
wouldn’t  happen to know what  happened next , wouldja?” 

“No backf lush,” Jenner chewed hi s  l ip  and squinted. “Wel l , the 
Hex would have run through the l ines  under pres sure, but  ins tead 
of  f lowing into the tank i t  would have bounced at  the backf lush 
va lves  and routed into the over f low tank.”

“Yeah. . .” Br iggs  coaxed.

“At nor mal  l ine pres sure the over f low tank would have maxed out 
pret ty quick. The extra  would have nowhere to go but  out , and 
end up as  sp i l l age.” The pr ivate looked up to see Br iggs  s tar ing 
blankly. Jenner g r imaced, wonder ing which par t  of  the process  he 
had botched. 

Before Jenner could ut ter  a  retract ion, the g rey s tubble on Br iggs ’ 
craggy jaw par ted. S lowly, unbel ievably, a  g r in crawled across  the 
sergeant ’s  f ace. “Wel l  I ’ l l  be damned son, you go of f  and read a 
book or something when I  wasn’t  looking?”
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Jenner exhaled fu l ly  and smi led in retur n. “Nah,” he repl ied of f-
handedly, “I ’ve got  a  hardas s  boss  who beat s  thi s  crap into my 
head.”

“Wha-- Oh, hardas s  i s  i t ?” Br iggs  snor ted in mock anger as  he 
snatched the cap f rom his  head and swatted Jenner ’s  ches t  with a 
lazy backhand smack. “Wel l  i t  damn sure would take a  hardas s  to 
pound some sense into that  thick skul l  of  your s !”

The rough camarader ie  came as  c lose to a  genuine moment of 
f r iendship as  Jenner could reca l l , and he l iked the fee l ing.

Br i l l i ant  l ight  f l a red at  the t ruck’s  two forward cor ner s , drawing 
c loser  a s  the scanner uni t s  crawled down the length of  the t ruck 
in tandem. As the g low intens i f ied, Jenner noted a  fore ign sound 
over the gust ing wind, a  whis t le  that  g rew deeper and louder.

Br iggs  snapped around, hi s  eyes  f l a red wide. “INCOMING!”

The whis t le  s topped abrupt ly as  the base of  the wester n guard 
tower exploded. Huge chunks of  shat tered concrete skipped across 
the tar mac as  another descending whine cut  through the thunder.

“Punch i t !” Br iggs  screamed, s tabbing a  f inger  a t  the e levator.

As a  second explos ion thundered somewhere as ter n, Jenner shoved 
the t ruck’s  throt t le  into overdr ive. The invi s ible  g ravi t ic  cushion 
swel led abrupt ly, ro l l ing over one of  the scanner s  and s tamping 
i t  f l a t  into the tar mac. Technic ians  scat tered as  the t ruck lurched 
forward.

A third round s lammed high on the s tone wal l , bla s t ing rock 
f rom the f ace of  the mounta in. Grani te  hai l  ra ined f rom clouds of 
smoke.

Br iggs  jerked around in hi s  seat , eyes  f ixed on the wounded guard 
tower. With a  g roan, the s t ructure leaned unsteadi ly. Br iggs ’ f i s t 
beat  madly on the dash as  he shouted, “Go, go, go!”

Darkness  swal lowed the t ruck as  i t  lunged into the e levator. 
Jenner was  thrown forward as  the nose s lammed into the f ar 
wal l , but  hi s  eyes  remained g lued to the rear-view screen. The 
ponderous door s  c losed a l l- too-s lowly.
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Another descending shr iek was  punctuated by concuss ion as  a 
s tarbur s t  of  white heat  blot ted out  the fuel  depot . Jenner bare ly 
had t ime to bl ink before hi s  ent i re  world was  absorbed by a  ba l l 
of  bl inding l ight .

*  *  *

Jenner hung somewhere between consciousness  and coma. 
Throbbing pain wres t led with oi ly  nausea for  control  of  what 
l i t t le  fee l ing he had le f t . Somewhere in the di s tance, a  dul l 
g r inding sound echoed unevenly, d i sp laced and intang ible  a s 
though underwater.

The windshie ld screen was cracked and l i fe les s . A shar p tang of 
ozone c lot ted the a i r, mixed with the acr id s tench of  bur ned 
rubber. Hal f  the c i rcui t s  in the t ruck had l ike ly f r ied.

St i l l , he noted vaguely, another smel l  per meated the darkness , an 
odor that  he knew for  some reason should be impor tant . Dul l , 
copper y; a  f ami l iar  smel l .

With g reat  e f for t , David Jenner ra i sed a  t rembl ing hand to hi s 
f ace. The f inger s  came away s t reaked with blood. He s tared blankly 
a t  the red sheen, unable to divine a  reason for  i t s  presence. Hal f-
c losed eyes  swung downward in detached cur ios i ty, t r y ing to see i f 
more of  the s tuf f  was  oozing f rom his  ches t  or  legs . 

The search was  pure ly mechanica l , the act  of  a  bra in on autopi lot . 
Pas t  fear, pas t  pa in, Jenner t r ied to g rasp what  had happened. 

Depot  bl ew , he remembered, b ig  fu c k in’ exp lo s ion .

Whi le  the door s  had blunted much of  the bla s t , the a i r  pres sure 
in the shaf t  had spiked with a  ter r ible  v io lence, popping r ivet s 
and blood vesse l s  a l ike. Might  have  even popped we lded s t e e l  s eams. 
A wave of  fear-dr iven nausea r ippled through Jenner ’s  core as  hi s 
mind la tched onto the impl icat ions .

A di s tant  buzz droned ang r i ly  f rom the damage control  screen. 
Hang ing askew on a cracked mount, the f la t  panel  f l ickered 
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sporadica l ly. Through one eye Jenner made out  a  fuzzy schemat ic 
of  the t ruck sp la t tered with red l ights . At  leas t  three g ravi t ic  coi l s 
were dead and one sect ion of  react ive ar mor had cooked of f .

I t  hur t  l ike hel l  to focus , and for  a  moment Jenner le t  the eye 
c lose once more. A moment pas sed as  he drew a deep breath 
through c lenched teeth. With a  g runt , Jenner opened hi s  eye again 
and s t ruggled to br ing the di sp lay back into c lar i ty, hi s  fear  of  a 
damaged tank increas ing. 

He fumbled with a  ser ies  of  buttons  in an ef for t  to cycle  the 
di sp lay modes , but  the procedure seemed mired in menta l  amber. 
In f rus t ra t ion, he banged the di sp lay with a  blood-s l ick hand, 
adding severa l  more spots  of  red to the image.

“She held.” 

Jenner ’s  head swiveled around at  the sound of  Br iggs ’ voice. The 
shar p movement invoked a  f resh wave of  nausea . 

In the dim glow of  f l icker ing monitor s , Jenner could see the 
sergeant  s lumped agains t  hi s  chair, head lo l led back at  an odd 
angle, eyes  c losed. A meander ing red s t ream oozed quiet ly  f rom 
Br iggs ’ r ight  ear. His  sk in had los t  most  of  i t ’s  tanned-leather  hue, 
f aded now to a  shade of  dusty g rey. He looked dead.

“I f  she’da blown,” Br iggs ’ s lur red loudly, a s  though unable to hear 
hi s  own voice, “mosta  th’ cab would be di s so lv in’ r ight  now.” 

With a  charged hum, the damage console f l ickered again. Sta t ic 
wr i thed across  the screen before i t  dropped to black, then 
blossomed back to l i fe. S lowly, a  se t  of  f ami l iar  gauges  began 
to resolve f rom out of  the video noise. Clearer  now, readable. 
Structura l  integ r i ty  was  intact , volume was so l id , inter na l  pres sure 
r ight  on the mark.  

Damn , Jenner marveled. She had he ld  toge the r .

The pr ivate leaned back and hi s sed a  long, s low s igh of  re l ie f .  
Even breathing hur t , Jenner noted sour ly, but  i t  beat  the hel l  out 
of  the a l ter nat ive.

For severa l  long moments  the two men sa t  l ike the dead and 
l i s tened to the meta l l ic  g roans  of  the p la t for m as  i t  dropped 
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deeper and deeper into the mineshaf t . The nor mal  drone of  the 
e levator  was  creased by a  high-pi tched squea l  of  meta l  dragg ing 
on meta l . A di scordant  v ibrat ion ra t t led the e levator  car. 

“Li f t  musta  been damaged by the blas t ,” Jenner mumbled. Maybe 
the pla te  of  react ive ar mor that  f i red of f  had gotten wedged 
between the e levator  and the wal l  and now dragged agains t 
the s tone sur f ace l ike a  f inger nai l  on an over s ized chalkboard. 
Whatever  i t  was , Jenner prayed that  the e levator  would hold out 
unt i l  they reached the bottom.

The truck lurched hard and the r ing of  s tee l  on s tee l  shuddered 
through the cab. Jenner sucked in hi s  breath, a  f resh s tab of  fear 
pierc ing hi s  hear t . Motion s topped. A ser ies  of  smal ler  c langs 
fo l lowed in t ight  sequence as  pneumat ic  c lamps locked the 
e levator  into place. 

Jenner exhaled a  long overdue breath. We made i t . 

He fumbled for  the seatbel t  l a tch but  hi s  le f t  ar m f a i led to work 
proper ly. Pain lanced up hi s  ent i re  le f t  s ide as  hi s  weight  shi f ted. 
In g rowing f rus t ra t ion he dragged a  t rembl ing r ight  hand across 
hi s  body to reach the a luminum clasp, which popped open with 
a  shar p c l ick. Jenner tur ned to paw at  the door handle when a 
f la shing screen caught hi s  eye.

“Huh?” Jenner ’s  hand f roze, f inger s  brushing the door la tch.

“What?” Br iggs ’ l ips  moved, though hi s  eyes  remained c losed. 

“Sensor s . Somethin’ in the tank.” 

Jenner cur sed quiet ly  and bl inked hard, t r y ing to c lear  the cot ton 
f rom his  mind. He reached out  with hi s  r ight  hand and tapped a 
command on the console. Glyphs ski t tered across  the screen.

Br iggs  opened hi s  eyes  and with a  wheezy g roan leaned across 
the center  console. “Dammit boy, i t ’s  jus t--” Br iggs ’ words  t ra i led 
into s i lence. Vibrat ion pat ter ns  emanated f rom ins ide the tank, 
di s t inct  pat ter ns . Jenner watched as  the computer  f i l tered for 
echo and ref lect ion, resolving s ix rough for ms in the center  of  the 
di s turbance. For ms with ar ms and legs . Jenner saw Br iggs ’ eyes  go 
wide.
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“Br iggs?” Jenner ’s  voice was  hes i tant ; the war ning l ight  in the 
back of  hi s  mind had a l ready kicked into overdr ive. “Br iggs , what 
the hel l  i s  that?”

Br iggs ’ le f t  hand s lammed agains t  the dash and the cab’s  rear  door 
s l id  open. “Get in the back!” he shouted as  he g rappled with hi s 
seat  res t ra int s . The voice car r ied a  ragged note of  ter ror.

Raw fear  bur ned br ight  in Br igg’s  eyes . In the space of  a  s ingle 
hear tbeat , that  fear  jumped across  the cab and bur ied i t s  f r ig id 
c laws a long the length of  Jenner ’s  sp ine. The icy touch was 
numbing. No thought , only the need to move.

Jenner ’s  broken le f t  ar m folded back under hi s  weight  a s  he 
scrambled for  the open rear  door. He pi tched forward and hi s 
head crashed with a  thud between the seat s . For a  moment he was 
wedged in a  r id iculous , f ace-down posture. Panic-dr iven l imbs 
f la i led madly and somer saul ted him through the nar row doorway. 
He hi t  the base of  the g ravi t ic  couch with a  thud.

“Help me!” The ragged t imber of  Br iggs ’ voice spiked as  he 
shouted f rom the cab. “Dammit boy, g imme a hand!”

Jenner f lopped to one s ide and looked through the door, pas t 
Br iggs . Across  the cab a  br i l l i ant  f l a sh of  red pul sed ang r i ly :

WARNING

The dash seemed to draw away as  Jenner ’s  wor ld s t retched out 
into an edgeles s  blur. A hand beckoned with sur rea l  s lowness . 
Eddie ’s  f inger s--  no, Jenner shook hi s  head, Br iggs , Br iggs ’ f inger s 
dr ipped with dark blood. The old man’s  f ace looked back, eyes 
wide with ter ror  a s  the c laxon droned.

WARNING WARNING WARNING

Jenner banged the switch and the compar tment door s lammed 
shut . Tear s  ran down his  f ace as  he fe l l  back into the darkness , 
away f rom the screams and the pounding at  the door. When the 
explos ion tore through the hear t  of  the t ruck, even the screams 
were los t .
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The squea l  of  f a i l ing meta l  mixed with the moans of  the dying. 
In the darkness  overhead, a  t rans for mer blew out with a  shotgun 
repor t  and sparks  ra ined down through the catwalks . Somewhere 
in the di s tance a  s i ren howled mour nful ly.

The truck lay dead. Str ips  of  l inear  shaped charge ins ide the tank 
had cut  an ins tant  doorway through her s ide, the edges  of  the 
gaping wound cur led back l ike bi t s  of  tor n paper. 

Steam par ted as  an ar mored for m emerged through the hole, 
obl iv ious  to the Hex that  s t reamed of f  of  g rey ar mored skin. Dan 
Ridgeway c l imbed out of  the wreckage and f i red a  br ie f  g lance 
toward the f ront  of  the vehic le. Hex-laden s ludge hemor rhaged 
f rom buckled seams, thick with di s so lv ing e lectronics  and 
uphols ter y. Some of  the runny c lumps oozing to the f loor would 
doubt les s ly  be the dr iver.

Tur ning quickly, Ridgeway’s  a t tent ion swept the loading bay. 
Ever ywhere he looked, wal l s  and equipment were pockmarked 
with smoking holes . Shrapnel  f rom the blas t , ever y scrap coated 
with Hex, had r iddled the area . Anyone caught in the open was 
a l ready dead or dying.

A sea of  l iberated Hex now chur ned in a  knee-deep pool  that 
s t retched across  the sunken f loor. Dark fumes boi led f rom the 
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sur f ace, for ming a  brown, cor ros ive fog that  crawled s teadi ly 
outward. With a  loud crackle, power cables  d i s so lved in the caust ic 
haze, sp i t t ing blue-white r ibbons of  vol tage. His s ing madly, 
severed hoses  thrashed l ike beheaded snakes .

But on the f r inges  of  the di sa s ter, Ridgeway could see t ra ining 
take hold. A response team appeared at  the f ar  cor ner of  the 
loading bay. He counted a  dozen f igures  in rubber y sui t s  a s 
they raced across  the overhead catwalks , bold Hazmat symbols 
prominent on their  blaze orange helmets .

Almost  a  hundred yards  away, a  pa i r  of  huge s tee l  door s  par ted 
with a  pneumat ic  whine, c lear ing the way for  a  br ight  ye l low 
maglev. HAZMAT-4 appeared a long the curved skir t  in day-glow 
let ter ing. The s led oozed toward the ac id lake on a  cushion of 
magnet ic  force, f l anked by yet  another column of  responder s . Twin 
chrome bar re l s  be lched s t reams of  thick white foam.

For a  br ie f  moment Ridgeway was impressed. Faced with an 
immense cr i s i s , the Rimmer responder s  fought back with courage 
and di sc ip l ine. 

A good way to  d i e, he thought as  hi s  r ight  hand chopped cr i sp ly in 
the direct ion of  the neares t  team.

In response, Monster ’s  Gat l ing gun spun into motion. Flame 
roared f rom the muzzle with a  howling scream as  an incandescent 
f inger  reached out  to the t ight ly  massed responder s . They 
di s integ rated under i t s  deadly touch, bodies  chur ned into bloody 
bi t s  by a  wither ing hai l  of  ammunit ion. A helmet bur s t  into 
f luorescent  shards  whi le  an a i r  tank skipped across  the meta l  f loor, 
dr iven ang r i ly  by gas  vent ing through i t s  punctured shel l .

The f ier y s t ream swept le f t  and came to bear  on the maglev. Amid 
the s taccato pang and whine of  bul le t  hi t s  on meta l , ragged holes 
appeared across  her  hul l , widening rapid ly. Ridgeway watched the 
br i l l i ant  di scharge of  covalent  ammunit ion as  the ons laught r ipped 
i t ’s  way to the vehic le ’s  hear t .

The g ravi t ic  core breached, incinerat ing the haples s  soul s  who had 
scrambled behind the vehic le  for  cover. The powerful  bla s t  f i l led 
the a i r  with white-hot f rag and vapor ized Hex.
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Thunder echoed through the caver n as  Ridgeway scanned the 
a f ter math. The explos ion had gutted an area a lmost  twenty meter s 
in diameter. Behind hi s  impass ive mask the mar ine g r inned; 
g rav co r e  fa i lu r e s  were  a lways  d ramat i c. 

Sect ions  of  catwalk hammered by the blas t  hung down from the 
cei l ing in broken ta t ter s . Fires  bur ned by the dozen. A broken 
pres sure l ine hemor rhaged compressed gas  that  added to the 
g rowing c loud of  smoke and acid fumes. Nothing human moved 
amid the car nage. Ridgeway’s  r ight  f i s t  snapped up.

The spinning bar re l s  of  the Gat l ing s topped with a  meta l l ic 
c l ick and the sof t  cur l  of  r i s ing smoke. Monster  jumped down to 
the concrete f loor and sp la shed through the ac id with evident 
pur pose. The res t  of  the RATs quickly fo l lowed.

Ridgeway cur sed inwardly as  he checked hi s  mis s ion c lock. 
Behind the  pa ce  a l r eady.  The e levator  had descended f ar  s lower 
than projected and any marg in for  er ror  was  now gone. What had 
been a  nar row window from the onset  had become a f la t-out  race 
agains t  t ime. 

Ridgeway bol ted forward, mechanized legs  dr iv ing him through 
the knee-deep ac id in a  blur  of  acce lerat ion. He hooked pas t  the 
smoking crater  le f t  by the maglev’s  detonat ion, conf ident  that 
nothing in hi s  path had survived the ini t ia l  room-clear ing. 

With hi s  head encased in an opaque shel l  of  carbonite, Ridgeway 
re l ied on synthet ic  v i s ion pumped s t ra ight  to hi s  opt ic  nerves . 
The days  of  la ser-scorched ret inas  had long ago made c lear  v i sor s 
obsolete. Mult i- spectrum data  gathered by each sui t  of  ar mor was 
t ransmit ted to the other s , providing a  shared tact ica l  awareness . 
The TAC sys tem resolved these s t reams of  data  into g raphic icons 
and color-coded vector s . 

As Ridgeway spr inted, Taz fe l l  in on hi s  heel s . Darcy was  moving 
to high g round, c l imbing a  thin tens i le  g rapl ing l ine to the 
catwalks  above. Monster  had broken r ight  with Merl in and St i tch 
and now thundered across  Cathedra l  on a  direct  l ine to the 
reactor. Ridgeway watched as  the TAC disp layed a  ser ies  of  threat 
indicator s  in Monster ’s  path. Jus t  a s  quickly as  they appeared, they 
winked out .
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In fu l l  s t r ide, Ridgeway hurdled a  s tee l  ra i l . Ahead and to the le f t , 
a  wide meta l  s ta i rcase led downward. The yel low and black s ign on 
the wal l  read SECURITY with a  prominent ar row point ing down.

Launching himsel f  f rom the top of  the s ta i r s , Ridgeway hur t led 
through the a i r  and landed with a  bone-jar r ing s lam on the g rated 
s tee l  walkway below. His  iner t ia  car r ied him into the midst  of  a 
Rimmer response team mass ing f rant ica l ly.

Powered forear ms hooked vic ious ly to the sound of  snapping 
bones  a s  he drove through the crowd. A second heavy shudder to ld 
him that  Taz was  r ight  on hi s  ta i l . The two Mar ines  carved into 
the secur i ty team l ike a  pa i r  of  chainsaws. 

A door s l id  open on the r ight  s ide of  the wide industr ia l  ha l lway 
as  a  tyvek-clad eng ineer  appeared in the por ta l . His  squad number, 
62, g leamed on both helmet and a i r pack. Ridgeway saw the eyes 
behind the respira tor  f l a sh wide with la s t- second a lar m as  an 
ar mored gaunt let  s lammed into the f acemask with the force of  a 
s ledgehammer.

Taz blew by as  Ridgeway cut  hard and spun through the s t i l l -
open doorway. Ins ide, Al l iance responder s  were in chaos . Hands 
g rappled with hazmat sui t s  and snatched at  equipment as  an 
orchestra  of  s i rens  blared at  a  deafening level . React ing to a 
soundles s  cue, the Rimmer s  tur ned in s tunned confus ion at  the 
dark meta l l ic  for m in the doorway. The f igure ra i sed i t s  ar mored 
hands , pa lms tur ned up as  i f  in bloody suppl icat ion.

With a  pract iced menta l  command that  had long become second 
nature, Ridgeway tr iggered the weapons mounted in hi s  forear ms 
and a  dul l  roar  whooshed f rom the compact  f l amethrower s . Twin 
s t reams of  l iquid f i re  swept across  the wr i thing mass , igni t ing f le sh 
and c lothing a l ike. Thick with magnes ium-phosphorous par t ic les , 
the incendiar y f lared many t imes hotter  than convent ional  fue l . 
Even the meta l  bunk f rames began to bur n.

Seven seconds a f ter  enter ing, Ridgeway backpedaled out  of  the 
room. The twin door s  s lammed shut  with a  shar p bang. He le f t  the 
rag ing f i res tor m to quel l  any l inger ing screams.

Squad 62 wi l l  no t  be  pa r t i c ipa t ing  in  the  r emainde r  o f  today’s  exe r c i s e.
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Resuming hi s  charge down the ha l l , Ridgeway scanned the TAC. 
The mis s ion c lock t icked incessant ly  near  the bottom center 
of  hi s  v i sua l  f ie ld , i t s  numer ic  di sp lay enhanced with a  s teadi ly 
dimini shing t ime bar.

Three  minute s, s ix t een s e conds.  The f i r s t  wave of  Mar ine Firehawks 
were a l ready bur ning in through the upper a tmosphere.

Jus t  ahead, another set  of  door s  s l id  open. Smoke and f l icker ing 
orange l ight  broi led ang r i ly  into the cor r idor, per forated by 
sporadic gunf i re. Taz bur s t  f rom the infer no and f la shed an 
upra i sed thumb as  the door s  s lammed shut  behind him. The TAC 
noted scat tered damage across  the auss ie ’s  ar mor, but  nothing of 
consequence.

Stor ming down the ha l l  in tandem, Ridgeway ca l led up a  tact ica l 
map and a  cr i sp wireframe mater ia l ized across  the upper por t ion 
of  hi s  v i sua l  f ie ld . Ref ined to minimize c lut ter, the di sp lay gave 
Ridgeway rapid acces s  to the condit ion and locat ion of  each 
Mar ine. One f loor above, Monster ’s  squad had rec la imed near ly a 
minute agains t  the c lock.

Ridgeway broke into a  dead run, e lectroact ive polymer musc les 
dr iv ing hi s  legs  l ike pi s tons . He broke le f t  a t  a  four-way junct ion 
and bol ted across  a  c lut tered machini s t ’s  bay.

The TAC scoured the path ahead, ana lyz ing not  only vi sua l  data 
but  heat , acoust ic s , even the f a int  f ie lds  of  myoelectr ic  cur rent 
generated by l iv ing f le sh. Trans la ted into a  constant  s t ream of 
EAD, expanded-awareness  data , the heightened percept ion could 
g ive the Mar ines  a  near ly  super natura l  sense of  a  bat t le f ie ld . 
Sometimes i t  s imply gave him a sp l i t- second edge.

The sudden red bracket  f ramed the cor ner of  a  black r iot  shie ld 
wedged hard agains t  an oi l- s t reaked a i r  compressor. A shor t-
bar re led carbine rocked up and leveled at  Ridgeway’s  ches t . 

“Break!” Ridgeway barked, twis t ing hi s  tor so as  the carbine f i red.

The world s lowed as  Ridgeway’s  enhanced nervous sys tem kicked 
into overdr ive. Combat noise  pul led back, s t retching as  i t  f aded 
into a  hol low, caver nous echo. The image before him ref ined into 
cr ys ta l  c lar i ty.
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Muzzle f la sh. White c loud of  vented gas  a s  the carbine cycled 
another round of  case les s  ammunit ion. F la sh again, ang r y ye l low-
orange.

Ridgeway fe l t  a  s t r ing of  impacts  pound across  hi s  r ibs . He fe l t 
pa in as  wel l--  something bet ter  g iven than received. A snar l  boi led 
in hi s  throat  a s  the space between the combatants  evaporated.

At fu l l  r un, Ridgeway uncoi led with a  vengeance and swung at 
the center  of  the shie ld. The smooth kevlar  panel  shat tered l ike 
ba l sa  wood. His  gaunt let  drove the Rimmer’s  s ter num violent ly 
aga ins t  hi s  sp ine, bur s t ing the organs  that  lay between. The body 
dropped to the f loor l ike a  s t r ingles s  mar ionet te.

With e la s t ic  suddenness , Ridgeway’s  percept ion snapped back to 
nor mal . The ang r y buzz of  damage control  led the way, shi f t ing 
f rom dul l  to prominent . Points  of  orange bl inked rapid ly in a 
l ine that  angled across  hi s  r ibs . The shots  had been wel l-a imed, 
only the severe rotat ion of  hi s  body had caused them to s t r ike 
a t  a  g lancing angle. St i l l , a t  point-blank range the heavy rounds 
had inf l ic ted damage; a  cracked r ib a t  the leas t , and severa l 
p i t ted dents  across  the ar mor pla t ing. Durable did not  mean 
indestruct ible.

Screw i t ,  Ridgeway g rowled inwardly. In about three minutes  a 
cracked r ib would be the leas t  of  my problems. He pres sed on, 
dr iven by mounting urgency.

The two Mar ines  a scended a  f l ight  of  s ta i r s  in powerful  s t r ides 
and cut  back towards  the reactor, scanning for  anything that 
could pose a  threat  to Monster ’s  squad. The rapid search produced 
no candidates . From the looks of  things , Rimmer res i s tance had 
evaporated. The ent i re  cor r idor s tood empty.

Jus t  a s  wel l . The t ime bar  on the TAC was a l so vani shing, and 
now s tood below three minutes . Monster ’s  team should have the 
Detonex in p lace by now. Bare ly enough t ime to--

Ridgeway braked hard, hi s  boots  sk idding on the meta l  f loor as  he 
s topped jus t  shor t  of  the huge s tee l  door that  s lammed down from 
the cei l ing. An oddly f la t tened shout pas sed through the wal l-
mounted intercom. “I  got  you, mother fucker !  Hey guys , I  got  ‘em. 
He’s  s tuck behind the--”
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The sudden high-pi tched whine of  the Gat l ing was  unmis takable, 
even through a foot  of  s tee l . The energet ic  voice cut  of f  abrupt ly 
as  Ridgeway watched a  swath of  bulges  r ipple across  the meta l 
door as  though someone beat  the oppos i te  s ide with a  mi l l ion ba l l 
peen hammer s .

A deep meta l l ic  thunk preceded the ascending whine of  hydraul ics 
a s  the door rose. Blood drooled f ree ly f rom i t s  lower edge as  i t 
withdrew into the cei l ing.  On the other  s ide, Monster  s tood 
f ramed in a  swir l  of  smoke.

Ridgeway s tepped through the door, obl iv ious  to the s teaming 
s l ick of  human mulch. “We good with the charges?” 

Monster ’s  g ravel  voice was  f i r m. “Roger that , s ix  in the g reen.”

Ridgeway g lanced at  the mis s ion c lock. Jus t  two minutes  and 
twenty-eight  seconds before the powerful  Detonex charges  would 
tur n the nuclear  reactor  ins ide out . The explos ion to fo l low would 
reduce most  of  Cathedra l  to a  subter ranean s lagheap, a  par ty hi s 
Mar ines  would jus t  a s  soon mis s .

Ridgeway s tabbed a  f inger  in the a i r, point ing down the ha l l  that 
led back to the loading bay. “Mar ines !  We are out  of  here!”

Like a  pack of  ar mored wolves  the Mar ines  fe l l  into for mat ion 
and swept down the cor r idor. They ran f la t-out , their  charge 
marked by only token bur s t s  of  weapon f i re.

According to the TAC, they had thus  f ar  escaped ser ious  in jur y. 
A dropship r igged with decon and medics  would be poised at  the 
top, more than enough to dea l  with the l inger ing hex and the 
smatter ing of  wounds . Al l  Ridgeway had to do was get  hi s  team 
out of  thi s  damned hole.

He prodded the TAC for a  s ta tus  on the Cathedra l . The response 
was  sore ly lacking. Whi le  the f ac i l i ty  map was c lear  and vivid, the 
TAC disc losed no data  on enemy troops .

“I t ’s  the shie lding for  the reactor,” Monster  barked, ant ic ipat ing 
Ridgeway’s  move and matching i t . “We’re s t i l l  ins ide the 
conta inment ves se l ; i t ’s  p laying hel l  with scanner s  and comm.”

As i f  in conf i r mat ion, Ridgeway caught the broken f ragments  of 
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a garbled ComLink. Darcy’s  voice crackled in hi s  head, her  tone 
thick with urgency. “Tango char…ul l  p la toon…  …epeat , Condit-- 
Re…”

“Say again!” Ridgeway barked as  he rounded a  huge block of 
t rans for mer s  that  hummed with vol tage. At a  dead run, the 
Mar ines  hur t led f rom the ha l lway into the wide expanse of 
Cathedra l--  and into a  meat-g r inder. 

The TAC went ber serk as  the f i r s t  c lus ter  of  heavy shel l s  chewed 
into the wal l  above Ridgeway’s  head. A hai l  of  smal l-ar ms f i re 
erupted, f i l l ing the a i r  with the neon s t reak of  inf antr y la ser s .

The Mar ines  f anned out in headlong dives  for  cover. Ridgeway 
rol led hard, hi s  ar mored mass  s lamming into a  s tack of  blue 
industr ia l  drums. Severa l  of  the cyl inder s  bounced away l ike 
over s ized bowling pins . A tra i l  of  cannon f i re  chewed at  hi s  heel s , 
bla s t ing the conta iner s  apar t  into c louds of  chemica l  mis t .

“Del ta  three!  Del ta  three!” Ridgeway shouted over the s lap of 
bul le t s  on s tee l . His  r ight  ar m reached for  the Covalent  Assaul t 
Rif le  hol s tered in the backpack sect ion of  hi s  ar mor. 

All  r i gh t , Ridgeway snar led, No more  Mr. Ni ce  Guy.  The CAR gave 
of f  a  shar p whine as  protocol  Del ta  Three went into ef fect .

On cue, Monster ’s  huge r ight  ar m cur led over the cab of  a  forkl i f t 
and the Gat l ing blazed a  v ic ious  arc  of  suppres s ing f i re.  Incoming 
f i re  s tut tered abrupt ly as  Rimmer s  f rant ica l ly  scrambled for  cover.

In the momentar y lapse, Taz and Merl in bol ted forward on the 
edges  of  the skir mish. As they ran, the charg ing for ms suddenly 
became indi s t inct  aga ins t  the backg round of  machines  and 
e lectronics . Cloaked in act ive l ight-bending camouf lage, the two 
ghost ly  for ms blur red through the maze of  smoke and tracer-
s t reaks .

St i tch opened up on Ridgeway’s  r ight , adding the di s t inct , fu l l-
auto bas s  of  exother mic f i re  to the din. The medic had di sengaged 
the MP17’s  s i lencer, wr ing ing out  ever y bi t  of  ve loci ty the subgun 
could produce. A tongue of  f l ame l icked out  f rom the muzzle.

The TAC devoured acoust ic  and vi sua l  s ignatures , p lot t ing points 
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of or ig in. Ridgeway quickly saw that  the large gun was an 
Oer l ikon 30mil  on a  mobi le  p la t for m. 

“Big bas tard,” he g runted, knowing that  eas i ly  four cent imeter s  of 
ar mor pla te  sur rounded the gunner. The Oer l ikon was a  heavy-
hi t ter  des igned to anchor a  defens ive l ine in the midst  of  a 
shi t s tor m. And do ing  a  damn good job  a t  the  moment .

The Rimmer s  had bunched up around the Oer l ikon, us ing the 
heavy gun for  f i re  suppor t  and cover. Judg ing f rom the sand-
colored BDUs and l ight  ba l l i s t ic  ar mor, Ridgeway took the 
Al l iance t roops for  regular  ar my, probably a  detachment f rom 
an upper level  that  had the br ights  to double-t ime i t  down here 
when the f i r s t  s i rens  went of f . Gung-ho types.  

The TAC counted some f i f teen guys  to the le f t  of  the cannon, 
another ten to the r ight .  At  leas t  s ix  of  them car r ied squad 
automat ics , account ing for  a  lot  of  the Rimmer f i re.

A lance of  ionized a i r  s t reaked in f rom the di s tance as  the 
hyper sonic bul le t  punched a  f i s t- s ized hole through the Oer l ikon’s 
gunner compar tment . The cannon fe l l  s i lent  a s  a  thunderc lap 
rol led in f rom somewhere high in the Cathedra l  catwalks . A 
f ami l iar  female voice echoed in Ridgeway’s  ear.  “Hammer t ime.”

Ridgeway suppres sed a  g r in as  he rol led to hi s  feet . The Covalent 
Assaul t  Rif le  roared, blue-white p la sma f lar ing f rom i t s  muzzle. 
The Rimmer l ine was  pounded with a  s t ream of  charged covalent 
rounds that  f l a red with cyan l ight  on impact . The ver y f abr ic  of 
matter  des tabi l ized by the di s rupt ion of  covalent  bonds , so ldier s 
l i tera l ly  unraveled at  the seams.

The CAR’s under s lung launcher barked shar ply, lobbing 
Ther mal i te  g renades  over the massed opponents . Four a i rbur s t 
detonat ions  thudded down the enemy l ine, white-hot f la shes 
invoking a  new wave of  screams.

To ei ther  s ide, a  pa i r  of  phantoms coalesced as  Taz and Merl in 
raked the enemy f lank with f lamethrower s . Tongues  of  sear ing heat 
l icked through the t roops , wither ing skin to a  blackened crus t . 
Bur ning f igures  f l a i led on the g round, wrapped in shrouds of  dul l , 
f l icker ing orange.



60

D O M I N A N T  S P E C I E S

A game Rimmer with Lieutenant  bar s  on hi s  col lar  t r ied to 
ra l ly  the survivor s . Shout ing commands over the roar  of  bat t le, 
the young of f icer  s t ruggled to shore up the center  of  the l ine. 
Dr iven by hi s  commands, one squad automat ic  came back onl ine 
before the Lieutenant ’s  tan ba l l i s t ic  helmet launched in a  bur s t  of 
cr imson mis t .

Peop le  wi th  rank ins i gn ia  shou ldn’t  wave  the i r  a rms in  combat , 
Ridgeway sneered as  he saw the c loudbur s t  of  red. Dumb bas ta rd 
might  jus t  a s  we l l  have  wor n a  b r i gh t  ye l l ow T-sh i r t  tha t  r ead SNIPER 
BAIT. 

Any l inger ing shred of  Rimmer di sc ip l ine came apar t  l ike the 
Lieutenant ’s  skul l . With f i re  c los ing in f rom ei ther  s ide, the middle 
of  the Al l iance l ine bunched together. But in drawing away f rom 
the f lames , they a l so backed away f rom cover.

Stepping out  f rom behind the forkl i f t , Monster  brought the 
Gat l ing to bear  and an incandescent  s t ream of  bul le t s  carved 
through the exposed throng. Chunks of  f le sh, bone and kevlar 
sprayed wi ld ly.

The bat t le  ended as  abrupt ly as  i t  began. Sur round, divide and 
des t roy; thir ty- four seconds to chew an enemy pla toon to shreds . 
From each cor ner, Mar ines  swept the ki l l  zone. Nothing survived.

Ridgeway snapped a  g lance at  the chrono. Detonat ion in one 
minute for ty-s ix ; no chance of  making i t  to the sur f ace. Their 
only hope was to get  a s  f ar  up the e levator  shaf t  a s  poss ible. 
Ridgeway barked, “Mar ines , double t ime!  Darcy, torch anything 
between us  and the e levator !” 

As the RATs bol ted for  the exi t , a  sudden chain of  thunderc laps 
echoed ahead. The Mar ines  abandoned ever ything in the name of 
speed. Near ing the gutted maglev, Ridgeway checked the t ime.

One minute. 

The e levator  shaf t  extended s t ra ight  up the f ar  wal l  and out 
through the cei l ing. The way home. At near ly  40kph Ridgeway’s 
hur t l ing for m reached the--

crater?
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The damned hex,  Ridgeway rea l ized. Trapped in the sunken f loor of 
the loading bay, the insat iable  ac id had at tacked the concrete with 
unexpected ef fect iveness . The fuming sur f ace of  the cor ros ive lake 
s t i l l  boi led, but  now some ten meter s  be low f loor level .

Ref lex kicked in as  Ridgeway hi t  the edge of  the jagged pi t . 
Synthet ic  musc les  launched him over the gaping hole.

The f ar  wal l  came up f a s t . A subconscious  neura l  command 
f la shed, surviva l  re f lexes  f i r ing madly. Bayonet-s ized blades 
reces sed a long the outer  edge of  both forear ms hinged at  the 
wr i s t , p ivot ing ninety deg rees  to the axi s  of  Ridgeway’s  ar m. They 
locked into place jus t  a s  he s lammed into the wal l . Even through 
the ar mor, the impact  ra t t led hi s  teeth.

Sucking for  a i r, Ridgeway hung f rom the spikes  bur ied in the wal l . 
He looked down to see the s teaming hole that  yawned beneath 
him, i t s  s ides  porous and crumbl ing f rom the caust ic  excavat ion. 
The truck lay crumpled at  the bottom, only the f ront  sect ions  of 
the tank and cab s t i l l  recognizable above the bubbl ing sur f ace.

Dozens of  red brackets  f i l led the TAC, converg ing on the Mar ine’s 
pos i t ion. At the edge of  the pi t , Monster  unleashed a  wide arc of 
suppres s ive f i re. St i tch spun back to back with the gunny, f i r ing 
the MP17 in rapid, accurate bur s t s .

Mer l in and Taz spr inted by and leaped over the smoking hole in 
a  mimic of  Ridgeway’s  lead. Bet ter  prepared to hi t  the wal l , they 
immediate ly began a  hand-over-hand ascent . Powerful  ar ms drove 
their  own blades  deep into the rough concrete.

Ridgeway pul led himsel f  onto a  nar row ledge. A deep gurgle 
belched up f rom the ac id pool  a s  a  mass ive bubble broke across 
the s teaming sur f ace. The Hex dipped not iceably, drawing back 
f rom the edge l ike a  caust ic  t ide.  As i t  d id, the rear most  sect ion 
of  the t ruck set t led with a  low g roan.

A gar i sh war ning tone snared Ridgeway’s  a t tent ion. F lar ing madly, 
a  br ight  red bracket  appeared on the le f t  edge of  hi s  v i s ion where 
the ugly nose of  an RPG peered up f rom within a  doorway. The 
conica l  head of  the rocket-propel led g renade leered malevolent ly 
a s  Ridgeway perched on the wal l  l ike a  f ly. With a lmost  a  ki lo 
of  high explos ive and a  s leeve of  t i tanium f lechet tes , the OG-9 
would make one hel l  of  a  swatter.
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Ridgeway f la t tened agains t  the wal l . The g renadier  was  tucked in 
t ight , us ing the doorframe and wal l  for  cover. Only the outer  edge 
of  hi s  shoulder  was  v i s ible, pathet ica l ly  l i t t le  to target . 

The ionized wake of  a  ra i lgun bul le t  punched through the meta l 
doorframe l ike r ice paper, bla s t ing through the g renadier  and 
into the concrete f loor. Unf i red, the launcher bounced once and 
c la t tered into the crater.

For ty nine seconds . We aren’t  gonna make i t .

A 40mm g renade s lammed vic ious ly of f  Monster ’s  ches t , caroming 
only an ar m’s- length before i t  detonated. The concuss ion knocked 
the big man sprawl ing. His  icon f la shed fur ious ly on the TAC.

From the walkways above, Darcy’s  r i f le  thundered in rapid 
success ion. A s t r ing of  white-hot concuss ions  bur ned a  swath 
through Rimmer s  that  t r ied to c lose on Monster ’s  pos i t ion. The 
sonic boom was shar per  now, explos ive, te l l ing Ridgeway that  the 
sniper  had spun the ra i lgun’s  ve loci ty to max. Uranium project i le s 
le f t  the bar re l  so f a s t  that  a i r  f r ic t ion melted them into bol t s  of 
superheated plasma.

The gurgle  of  Hex suddenly ampl i f ied, a  sucking roar  that 
sounded l ike a  je t  intake. The chur ning sur f ace bowed inward and 
twis ted into an acce lerat ing spira l . With an abrupt  f lush, thousands 
of  l i ter s  of  hydrogen hexaf luor ide dra ined f rom s ight , dragg ing 
the dead t ruck in i t s  wake.

Ridgeway bl inked twice. The smolder ing crater  had become a 
tunnel  shaf t  that  ran deeper than the eye could see. 

Anothe r  cave r n?  The idea f la shed through Ridgeway’s  mind as  an 
image more than as  words . How fa r?  No way to  know. Big  ho l e, b ig 
enough fo r  a  t ru c k. But  to  where?

Ridgeway’s  damage control  screamed as  machinegun f i re  chewed 
the wal l  around him. Sound f la t tened as  the hammer ing noise 
s l ipped out  of  sync with rea l i ty. He caught a  di s tant  CRUMP 
and saw a huge black-orange f i reba l l  ro l l  across  thir ty meter s  of 
Cathedra l  f loor.

Thir ty seconds . No t ime le f t . Ridgeway made the ca l l . 
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“Down the hole. Move!”

Without quest ion Merl in and Taz pushed back f rom the wal l , 
tear ing their  c l imbing blades  out  of  the concrete.  The Mar ines 
p lummeted feet- f i r s t  into the crater, g lanced roughly of f  the 
uneven s lope and tumbled out  of  s ight .

Ridgeway looked up to see the sniper  holding g round on the 
catwalk. Feroci ty ta inted hi s  voice as  he screamed, “Darcy -  get 
out  of  there!”

Ripping of f  two f ina l  shots , Darcy ducked for  cover and snapped 
the r i f le  into two sect ions , s l amming them into their  backpack 
compar tments . In a  sudden bur s t  she vaul ted the ra i l ing and 
dropped to a  lower catwalk. “Inboun--”

Through the ComLink, Ridgeway could hear  the er ra t ic 
percuss ion of  meta l  on meta l  that  p layed shar ply over the wet 
gush of  a i r  dr iven f rom human lungs . A sudden hai l  of  sparks 
appeared across  the sniper ’s  for m as  she was  knocked of f  her  feet .

Ridgeway tracked le f t ; a  f i re  team of  a t  leas t  e ight  Rimmer s 
massed at  the near  end of  her  catwalk, pour ing f i re  on Darcy’s 
pos i t ion. The sniper  ro l led f rant ica l ly, scrabbl ing for  cover as 
Ridgeway’s  CAR f i red a  f ive-round bur s t  into the lead Rimmer. 
One squad automat ic  dropped out of  the f ight , but  seven 
remaining weapons chat tered cease les s ly.

Stagger ing to hi s  feet , Monster  took the wholesa le  approach. The 
beefy Mar ine swung the Gat l ing s t ra ight  up, vector ing in on the 
Rimmer team some f i f teen meter s  overhead. The mult i-bar re led 
gun howled.

The f i r s t  two hundred rounds tore the Rimmer s tack to hel l . But 
the Gat l ing cont inued, a t tacking the catwalk i t se l f . Eroding meta l 
bur ned with the e lectr ic  f i re  of  covalence gone awry and the 
hang ing s idewalk par ted with a  meta l l ic  shr iek. With the g rowing 
crash of  chain-react ion f a i lure, the length of  catwalk succumbed 
to g ravi ty amidst  the whip- l ike crack of  snapping guy wires . The 
end of  the walk pi tched down to for m a long ramp with Darcy at 
the top.
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Her f la i l ing body skated down the sudden s lope. A tra i l  of  sparks 
f ramed her descent  a s  ar mor scraped a long g rated meta l . With 
t remendous speed she plowed into twis ted wreckage at  the 
bottom.

Ridgeway s t ruggled to mainta in cover f i re  a s  Monster  g rabbed the 
sniper  with hi s  le f t  hand and hef ted her  f rom the wreckage l ike 
a  rag dol l . Shie lding her  with hi s  own body, Monster  s taggered 
s t ra ight  for  the gaping hole. He hi t  the edge without s lowing and 
dove over the r im amid a  f lur r y of  red s t reaks .

A rapid ser ies  of  powerful  thuds echoed f rom the f ar  s ide of  the 
caver n. Ridgeway didn’t  need to see the br ight  0:00:00 f la shing 
on the chrono to know the source.

St i tch screamed “Fire in the hole” and dove into the crater. 

Ridgeway jumped. Somewhere in the di s tance, a  huge gong 
reverberated. The sound was beyond a l l  propor t ion to the noise 
of  bat t le. Some eight  hundred meter s  away, the south wal l  of  the 
Cathedra l  bulged, shat ter ing into a  bi l l ion pieces . 

Dan Ridgeway had a  br ie f  impress ion of  sunr i se  shining through 
the cracks  before the crater ’s  darkness  engul fed him. 
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“Dammit Merl in, can you get  i t  r unning or not?”

Ridgeway s lammed hi s  f i s t  down on the smooth console and a 
spider  web of  cracks  f anned out across  f ros t-covered plexan. 

“Shi t ,” he snar led, immediate ly reg ret t ing the outbur s t . He s ide-
s tepped across  the s loped f loor and looked out through the gaping 
hole in the wal l  of  the Tower. Merl in was  somewhere between the 
Command Deck, where Ridgeway now s tood, and the sur f ace of 
the lake some s ixteen f loor s  be low.

A hoar se cough drew Ridgeway’s  a t tent ion and he tur ned back 
into the room. Darcy was  s lumped on the f loor, the f ront  of  her 
ar mor gaping open once more. Steam rose f rom her body and 
cur led in the f r ig id a i r. St i tch kneeled bes ide her, t r y ing to of f se t 
the bleeding that  re lent les s ly  f i l led her  lungs . 

There had been no emergency s ickbay on the command deck, only 
a  smal l  eyewash s ta t ion and a  f i r s t  a id ki t  whose contents  had long 
s ince been removed. Thus f ar  the Mar ines  had found no medica l 
suppl ies  a t  a l l . 
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Jus t  beyond the recumbent sniper, a  pa i r  of  mangled turbol i f t 
door s  lay on the f loor. Taz had r ipped them out of  their  f rame, 
us ing the e levator  shaf t  a s  a  f a s ter  route to higher f loor s . His  t ra i l 
wasn’t  hard to fo l low.

Although the room was jus t  a s  cold as  the res t  of  the cave, the 
volume of  ice had decreased dramat ica l ly. A layer  of  crunchy f ros t 
coated most  sur f aces  but  thi s  could be swept away with a  pas s  of 
the hand. Sea led f rom the Lobby environment, a t  leas t  unt i l  Taz 
carved hi s  own doorway, the Command Deck had res i s ted the 
g lac ia l  prog res s ion seen outs ide the Tower.

Ridgeway could hear  Taz moving above. The auss ie ’s  search 
method had eroded to charg ing down one dark ha l lway a f ter 
another, k icking f rozen door s  out  of  the wal l . They had run out  of 
t ime for  f ines se.

He glanced at  the chronog raph that  t icked re lent les s ly  on the 
TAC. Almost  four hour s  had e lapsed s ince the Mar ines  had 
entered the ship and they were s t i l l  without power or  s ickbay. 

Leaning forward, Ridgeway looked out the window and made a 
rout ine check on the f igure in the orange sui t . The Al l iance dr iver 
lay in a  heap on a  retractable  sect ion of  catwalk that  extended 
no more than ten feet  f rom the tower. On what  amounted to a 
shor t  p lank high above the sur f ace of  the pool , the now-conscious 
t rucker had nowhere to run. Not that  he could run f ar  on broken 
legs  i f  he t r ied.

A mour nful  p lea  for  help echoed for  the hundredth t ime f rom 
outs ide the window. 

Suck i t  up, pa l , Ridgeway snar led inwardly. The incessant  whining 
g rated on hi s  nerves . For the hundredth t ime he quest ioned 
the deci s ion to drag the Rimmer a long. A dubious source of 
infor mat ion at  bes t , the broken trucker had a l ready proven to be 
a  bother some paras i te. As the wai l s  droned on, Ridgeway found 
himsel f  sore ly tempted to tos s  the orange-c lad f igure over the 
ledge.

He shook hi s  head and shi f ted hi s  a t tent ion to a  neura l  switch. In 
a  sudden blur, te lepresence took him to a  dark room where Merl in 
s t ruggled with a  tangle of  equipment.
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Through bor rowed senses , Ridgeway as ses sed the scene. The 
cramped eng ineer ing room lay somewhere in the bel ly  of  the 
ship, i t s  wal l s  encrusted with switches  and va lves  scat tered among 
a tangle of  heavy pipes . Ridgeway could see breaker boxes , f i re 
ext inguisher s  and a  wide control  panel . Gl i s tening condensat ion 
beaded on ever y sur f ace and droplet s  of  water  fe l l  through the 
room in a  s low, er ra t ic  percuss ion.

Water, Ridgeway rea l ized, not  i c e . The room was war m.

As i f  they were hi s  own, Ridgeway watched Merl in’s  hands rapid ly 
sp l ice paired wires  pul led f rom a thick t runk of  cable. Muttered 
cur ses  dr i f ted to Ridgeway’s  ear s . “Come on you sonof abi tch!” 
Merl in coaxed as  hi s  ar mored f inger s  moved with amazing 
dexter i ty.

“What ’ve you got?” Ridgeway asked quiet ly.

“I t ’s  coolant  Major, the damn lake i s  coolant .” Merl in began to 
ree l  of f  h i s  d i scover ies  a t  an acce lerated pace, the words  rac ing as 
f a s t  a s  the young eng ineer ’s  mind. “Whatever  punched through the 
hul l  tore open the coolant  reservoir  for  one hel l  of  an eng ine. We 
found s igns  of  a t  leas t  f ive di f ferent  a t tempts  to re-sea l  i t , but  they 
a l l  crapped out  for  one reason or another.” 

The g rey-ar mored hands snapped a  ser ies  of  f iber-opt ic  cables 
into a  t rans lucent  coupl ing as  Merl in cont inued. “Loss  of  coolant 
would have le f t  the crew with two pret ty crappy choices ; s i t 
of f l ine and f reeze to death, or  run the dr ive t i l l  i t  over loaded and 
things  got  toas ty war m, to the tune of  a  mi l l ion deg rees  or  so.”

With the des t ruct ion of  Cathedra l ’s  reactor  s t i l l  f resh on hi s  mind, 
Ridgeway was c lear  on the la t ter  impl icat ion.

Merl in cont inued to ramble whi le  he worked. “But these bas tards 
were c lever, oh yeah, rea l  bra iny l i t t le  fucker s . They couldn’t 
mainta in a  f r ig id conta inment ins ide the ship, but  they had 
nothing BUT cold outs ide the ship.”

“So they routed the coolant  through Papa-Six and used the cave 
f loor as  a  g iant  heat-s ink?”

“Bingo!” Merl in conf i r med as  hi s  le f t  hand f i shed among a set  of 
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re lays . “The eng ines  didn’t  need to push the ship through space, so 
they probably had vol tage to spare. For some per iod of  t ime, and 
I  am ta lk ing a  long whi le  based on the wear and tear  down here, 
thi s  baby cranked out  amps l ike there was  no tomor row. Then the 
shi t  hi t  the f an.”

“What do you mean?”

“Wel l , for  some reason--” 

A loud bang echoed in the room and Merl in’s  v iew spun to the 
r ight . Riding hi s  gaze, Ridgeway saw Monster  lug a  re f r igerator-
s ized piece of  equipment through the door. Tentac les  of  wire hung 
f rom i t s  base, dragg ing a long the s tee l  f loor. 

“That ’ l l  do.” Merl in motioned with a  shor t  wave. “Set  i t  over 
here and s tar t  pul l ing the main f iber  t runks . No, jus t  the 4-gauge, 
yeah.”

Merl in’s  a t tent ion swung back to the wires  in hi s  hands . With 
scarce ly a  moment to shi f t  gear s , he resumed hi s  nar ra t ion. “For 
some reason the crew needed to bug out , and f rom the looks of 
things , i t  wasn’t  an order ly evac. Jus t  about anything that  could 
make or s tore power was  r ipped out  by the bol t s . Generator s , 
bat ter ies--”

“APUs,” Ridgeway injected.

“Right aga in,” Merl in sa id with a  nod. “The whole game i s  act ion 
and react ion. An ant imatter  dr ive can produce a  ton of  power, 
but  i f  i t  shuts  down, you need some t iny source of  power to f i re 
i t  back up. Without a  kick-s tar t , the next  t ime the dr ive sys tem 
scrammed, i t  was  down for  the count .”

“I ’m good so f ar, but  i f  the core’s  been of f l ine, what ’s  heat ing up 
the coolant?”

“Latent  ant imatter  react ion. These puppies  never rea l ly  die  unles s 
you f lush the core into space, and that  didn’t  happen. I f  you 
ignore one long enough, i t ’ l l  back of f  to near-zero product ion; 
the equiva lent  of  shi f t ing into id le. The core i s  des igned to crank 
out  jus t  enough juice to mainta in i t s  own conta inment f ie ld , 
otherwise matter  and ant imatter  meet  and, wel l , that  get s  ugly. 
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I t ’s  been a  fundamenta l  sa feguard for  year s  now. We’re not  ta lk ing 
much in ter ms of  power, but  i t  generates  a  bi t  of  heat  a long the 
way.

“And there’s  our fog.” Ridgeway sa id, g rate fu l  that  a t  leas t  one of 
a  mi l l ion quest ions  had been answered.

Abrupt ly, Ridgeway’s  second-hand gaze snapped to the r ight . 
He l i s tened as  Merl in directed Monster  to connect  a  ser ies  of 
coupl ings  that  ran between the g rowing col lect ion of  par t s . “Jus t 
fo l low the color  code, blue to blue, red to red. They’ve got  to be 
in the r ight  order.”

A convoluted as sembly lay s t rung out  in Rube Goldberg f a shion 
across  the s loped f loor. Ridgeway remained s i lent  a s  he focused on 
the odd chain of  components  cobbled together  on the f loor. 

The larges t  p iece was  a  f ie ld-g rade Auxi l iar y Power Unit ; a  smal l , 
se l f-conta ined generator. Tra i l s  of  soot  mar red the dul l  red sheet-
meta l  s ides . 

Tracking a long the path of  tangled cable, Ridgeway fo l lowed 
through a ser ies  of  jur y-r igged ampl i f ier s , a  heavy surge 
suppres sor  and a  compact  s tep-up trans for mer that  for  some 
reason preceded the APU in the chain.

“What ’s  with the t rans for mer?” Ridgeway was no eng ineer, but 
c lear ly  the component was  out  of  proper sequence. Ever ything 
should s tar t  with the APU and go up.

A trace of  hes i ta t ion suddenly ta inted Merl in’s  reply. “Wel l , 
the only APU we could f ind i s  f rapped. I t  looks l ike somebody 
smoked the capaci tor  ar ray.”

“In Engl i sh, Merl in.”

The younger Mar ine paused for  an ins tant  a s  he sp l iced the la s t 
wires  into a  power connector that  s t ruck Ridgeway as  oddly 
f ami l iar. 

“I  to ld ya Major, i t ’s  a lways  the same game. Even an APU needs 
a  good kick in the butt  to power up. Nor mal ly, i t ’ l l  charge i t se l f 
with a  t r ickle  of  cur rent  over t ime. The juice i s  s tored in an ar ray 
of  capaci tor s  that  can be di scharged in a  s ingle  jo l t . That  jump-
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s tar t s  the APU, which in tur n s tar t s  the core.” 

Ridgeway’s  a t tent ion was g lued to the connector in Merl in’s 
hands , the f ami l iar i ty  nagg ing. “So what  did you f ind to replace 
the cap ar ray?” An odd sense of  foreboding crept  up hi s  sp ine.

“Not a  damn thing, Major.” Merl in’s  voice was  s tone cold. 
“Anything on thi s  ship that  had a  prayer  of  f i r ing the core i s  long 
gone. The Lieutenant  i s  out  of  opt ions , so i t ’s  t ime to improvise.”

Ridgeway’s  gaze was  pul led down to the open access  panel  on 
Merl in’s  breas tp la te. The eng ineer  held the connector up for  a 
f ina l  inspect ion. In that  ins tant , Ridgeway rea l ized where he 
had seen i t , or  a t  leas t  one jus t  l ike i t . Mar ine i s sue; a  charger 
inter f ace for  ju ic ing ar mor in the f ie ld . Before he could speak, 
Merl in snaked i t  into hi s  own ar mor and pres sed f i r mly. I t  seated 
with a  di s t inct  c l ick. 

“Merl in, what  the hel l…?”

The cor pora l  reached over hi s  shoulder  and pul led the CAR from 
his  back. The covalent  r i f le  surged to l i fe, pul s ing with i t s  own 
power. Merl in t ightened hi s  g rasp on the pi s to l  g r ip where control 
and feedback contact s  met those in hi s  g love. 

The powerfeeds  meshed as  wel l . Whi le  the r i f le  would nor mal ly 
draw power f rom the ar mor, in a  pinch the f low could be rever sed. 
Merl in threw a switch and with a  shar p descending whine the 
CAR f lushed i t s  ent i re  charge back into the Mar ine’s  ar mor. The 
power readout on Merl in’s  TAC spiked a lmost  f i f teen percent , 
cres t ing pas t  one-hundred and into the over load range.

“Needed a  la s t  b i t  of  ju ice to max out ,” Merl in expla ined 
mechanica l ly, “we only get  one shot  a t  thi s , and Monster  had 
g iven me ever ything he had.”

Sweeping through a blur red arc, Merl in’s  v iew set t led on Monster. 
The huge sergeant  was  braced agains t  the s loping wal l , a  makeshi f t 
control  box in hi s  hand. Ridgeway did not  need the TAC to know 
that  Monster ’s  ar mor, a s  wel l  a s  the Gat l ing, were a l l  but  dra ined 
of  power.
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Ridgeway heard Merl in’s  voice, f l a t  and detached, ut ter  the s ingle 
direct ive.  “Hit  i t .”

Somewhere to the r ight , the APU hummed, awai t ing the surge of 
power f rom Merl in’s  ar mor that  with luck would breath l i fe  into 
long-dor mant wires . 

Or bur n them out  comple t e ly. 

Ridgeway shouted at  Merl in to s top, knowing he was  a l ready too 
la te.

With a  f ierce “Semper Fi ,” Merl in threw the switch.
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Given a  c ho i c e, Ridgeway mul led, I ’d  say s c r ew the  bugs, the  r epa i r s, 
a l l  th i s  sh i t  and l eave  th i s  wre c k  l ike  we found i t .  Real i ty  of fered a 
di f ferent  per spect ive; they were s tuck and had to keep the l ights 
on unt i l  something showed him the way to the door.  “Any s ign of 
Jenner or  an evac team?”

Merl in shook hi s  head. “Nada.”

Before Ridgeway could ut ter  the invect ive that  pushed to the 
f ront  of  hi s  mind, Darcy’s  voice crackled over the ComLink. 
“Looks l ike I ’m not crazy a f ter  a l l .”

“Good to know,” he mur mured as  he s tepped away f rom Merl in. 
“What have you got?””

“You’ l l  have to see i t  to bel ieve i t .” Darcy’s  voice held an odd 
edge, her  tone vaguely t r iumphant . A smal l  icon bl inked on 
Ridgeway’s  TAC, the announcement that  Darcy had had queued 
up a  te lepresence. Ridgeway ini t ia ted the l ink and s tepped into 
Darcy’s  world.

In a  blur  of  shi f t ing per spect ive, Ridgeway found himsel f  in a 
nar row compar tment . He fo l lowed what  was  then hi s  own ar m 
as  i t  pointed to a  mangled piece of  equipment hang ing f rom the 
wal l . Darcy’s  voice f loated in a l l  around him. “That ’s  no fucking 
delus ion.”

Ridgeway’s  eyes  f l a shed wide behind hi s  f acepla te  a s  he looked at 
the severed ar m. Hal f  a  dozen heavi ly-c lawed f inger s  were bur ied 
in the composi te  wal l , anchor ing the l imb in p lace. With a  g runt 
Darcy pr ied the f inger s  loose one at  a  t ime. Dark f lu ids  dr ipped 
f ree ly as  she wrenched the ar m from the wal l . The sniper ’s  senses 
pour ing into hi s  own bra in, Ridgeway could fee l  the ar m’s  weight 
a s  i t  f lopped in her  g rasp. 

He fe l t  i t  twitch as  wel l .

“Shi t !” Darcy cur sed as  the mult i- f ingered c law snapped 
convuls ive ly. She dropped the l imb on the f loor and lurched back, 
drawing her  s idear m in a  sudden blur  of  motion. The f ront  s ight 
hovered on the wr i thing appendage. Ridgeway could fee l  her 
f inger  draw s lack f rom the t r igger, holding jus t  shy of  the break-
point .
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“Sonof abi tch i sn’t  dead yet !” Darcy snar led. 

Judg ing f rom the ar m’s  motion, Ridgeway could only concur. He 
knew the sor t  of  random, post-mor tem spasms that  a  body went 
through when i t s  head was  blown apar t . That  dance was  random 
and chaot ic, a  f reefor m per for mance t r iggered by the di scharge of 
whatever  nerves  were s t i l l  hardwired to the res t  of  the body. This 
was  methodica l , Ridgeway rea l ized with g rowing concer n. The 
hand c la sped and opened as  the wr i s t  rotated through a fu l l  arc  of 
motion.

While  c lear ly  an ar m, Ridgeway had no c lear  sense i f  i t s  or ig in 
was  mechanica l  or  biolog ica l . Skeins  of  what  appeared to be l iv ing 
t i s sue s t retched in and around a mechanica l  construct . The hand 
i t se l f  looked to have been some kind of  complex Hur s t  tool , 
the kind of  device des igned to cut  v ict ims f rom badly wrecked 
vehic les . Crescent  c laws g leamed in the darkness  l ike s l ices  of  a 
s ta in les s- s tee l  apple.

Ridgeway fo l lowed Darcy’s  f ront  s ight  a s  i t  t racked down to 
what  would be ter med an e lbow. There the l imb ended abrupt ly. 
Shredded f le sh and tor n wires  marked the t raumat ic  amputat ion. 
F luids  oozed s teadi ly  f rom the mangled s tump.

“Son of  a  bi tch.” Ridgeway muttered as  the ar m s lowed to a  s top.

“Damn s t ra ight ,” Darcy huf fed, breathing hard. She hol s tered the 
pi s to l  s lowly, but  kept  her  r ight  hand f i r mly on the g r ip. “I  bui l t 
th i s  hide jus t  a  few hour s  ago and le f t  a  Claymore here to watch 
the door.” She nudged the severed ar m with her  toe, “This  i s  what 
was  coming in when the doorbel l  rang.”

A long moment t icked by before Darcy added, “Remember when I 
to ld you something was  coming? Wel l , i t ’s  here.”

“Roger that ,” Ridgeway sa id sof t ly, hi s  mind rac ing. “Do you have 
any idea where i t  went?”

She had c lear ly  g iven that  point  careful  thought . “Whatever  the 
fuck thi s  thing i s , i t  a te  a  Claymore r ight  in the f ace. I t  los t  one 
l imb, there’s  no te l l ing how many other  par t s  came of f . I f  we’re 
lucky, the res t  of  thi s  thing i s  chunks spread across  the Lobby.”
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“Can’t  make that  a s sumption.” Ridgeway was f i r m. “We’ve got  to 
operate on the bas i s  of  a t  leas t  one wounded and who knows how 
many other s . Do you have any idea which way they went?”

The sudden nausea took Ridgeway by sur pr i se. Telepresence 
was  s t i l l  an emerg ing sc ience and the t r icks  used to t ransmit 
percept ion were sketchy in p laces . Amid the t remendous mass 
of  data  that  def ined the f ive bas ic  senses  lay an undercur rent  of 
le s s-under s tood fee l ings , that  reg ion where memory and emotion 
blur red what  was  rea l  and what  was  imag ined. Living as  he was  in 
the envelope of  Darcy’s  senses , Ridgeway fe l t  a  sudden chi l l  in hi s 
guts  that  he knew was not  hi s  own. I t  crept  up f rom the pi t  of  hi s 
s tomach and wor med i t ’s  way into hi s  ches t .

His  re f lex was  to pul l  back, but  Ridgeway recognized the sniper ’s 
unspoken di s t res s . He breathed s lowly and reached out , opening 
himsel f  more fu l ly  to the t ransmis s ion. As he did, even per iphera l 
sense of  hi s  own body dimini shed. With each second, he mel ted 
more and more into the f abr ic  of  Darcy Lonigan.

Darcy’s  eyes  had retur ned to the ar m, her  focus  r iveted on one of 
the wounds. Br ight  edges  of  meta l  cur led back f rom a jagged hole 
made by one of  the Claymores  numerous f lechet tes . Str ips  of  meat 
and c loudy plas t ic  tubing lay tangled in the chasm. The wound 
gl i s tened in the darkness  a s  t iny s tarbur s t s  of  orange l ight  p layed 
through the sheen of  s i lver  sand. The creature was  fu l l  of  nani tes , 
Ridgeway rea l ized with a  s tar t . The same shimmer ing nani tes  that 
f lowed in Darcy’s  veins .

Oh my God.

Darcy looked down at  her  own hand and f lexed her  f inger s  s lowly, 
her  voice inexpl icably sof t . “Guess  we know why I ’m get t ing a 
sense for  these things , huh.” Her gaze swept beyond the tunnel 
entrance and c l imbed high to the a i r  ducts  that  cr i s s-crossed the 
cei l ing. Her voice car r ied a  di s tant  note of  urgency. “They’re 
c lose, rea l  c lose.”

“Get out  of  there Darcy.”

“Not c lose to me Major.” Darcy tur ned a f t , her  voice suddenly 
shar p. “Close to you.”


