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Ripley fdt thelittle girl'sarmstighten around her neck as she dammed the lift button repeatedly.

The queen was amost certainly right behind them. They were going to die down here. The thought
filled her with a sudden dizzying wave of scknessand she hit the button again. They were going to diein
thishellish, humid, artificid pit on acrumbling planet, abig piece of which wasitsdf about to be blown
into atomic dust.

"Come on, goddammit!”

She hiked the crying child up higher and looked back over her shoulder into the darkness. Steam
hissed from aruptured pipe, adding a hot fog to the dankness of the dien-spittle covering the walls. She
could fed it coming, could dmost hear the rapid steps of the gpproaching mother, even over the
screaming darms and sirens. She had destroyed its children, hundreds of its deadly offspring, and she
had no doubt that it was on itsway to rip her and the girl apart.

Shelooked up then, saw the bottom of the lift dowly descending, still afew floors up. Any second
now ...

From behind them came a piercing scream, inhuman, full of rage. Ripley ingtinctively clutched her
weapon tighter and ran to the ladder attached to the wall; maybe they could catch the elevator on the
next level up. "Hold on to me!" she shouted.

And then she wasthere, like the others but larger, swollen even if no longer gravid.

The queen had ahuge crown, acomb of glossy black that swept up and back from her misshapen
head. A second set of arms, smaller, jutted from her chest. It—she—moved dowly toward them from
around the corner afew meters away, hissng and drooling.

Ripley backed away; the girl tightened her smdll, swesty handsin afinger lock to keep from falling.
Thelift, it was herel
Ripley spun.

The door opened, the mesh gate did away, and they jumped in. Ripley dapped the control button
more franticaly than before—



The queen ran toward them—
Thewire gate closed ...
Shut a second before the alien got there.

Ripley put thegirl down, pointed her flamethrower &t the creature, fired through the mesh. The fue
was low; only thin and weak spurts of flame came out, but it was enough to stop the dien.

The queen snarled; thick streams of dime dripped from her open jaws. She held back.
The outer door closed.
Safel They were safel

Theride up was rough; explosions rocked the building, falling pieces of debris dammed into their
al-too-dowly-rising lift. But they madeit to the flight deck.

Asthe outer door opened, acam female voice informed them that they had two minutesto get the
minimum safe distance from the Site, before the whole processing plant blew itself into nonexistence. They
ran together from thelift, and—

Where the fuck wasthe ship?
It was gone! Thelir ride had taken off; that goddamned machine, the android, had betrayed them!

Ripley screamed in anger, pulled thelittle girl toward her. FHameslegped dl around, the building
rocked and shook with deafening noise ... and now, another sound. Ripley looked at the lifts.

Another levator coming up.
Oh, no. It couldn't be. The queen couldn't know how to operate an elevator! She couldn't!

But sheis smart, alittle voice said indde Ripley's head. Y ou saw her when sheredlized you were
going to burn her eggs, how she waved the drones off, kept them away from you. At fird.

Ripley looked at her carbine. The counter said it was out of ammo. The flame-thrower taped to the
gun was aso dry. She dropped the weapon, picked up the child, backed away.

Thelift cameto astop, the door did open. Ripley hugged the girl tightly.
"Close your eyes, baby," she said, and closed her own.

"Ripley? Areyou okay?"

Ripley opened her eyes and looked at Billie, the young woman sitting across from her. Billie looked
concerned, adight frown creasing her brow. Ripley liked her, had liked her in the first moment or so of
meeting—unusual. Trust was hard to come by these days, at least for her. But Billi€'s account of her
childhood rescue had stirred up some stories of Ripley'sown....

"Yeah," she sad, and then sighed. "Sorry. | got logt there for aminute. Anyway, thelast thing |
redlly remember is settling into deep after LV-426, me and one of the soldiersand acivilian, alittle girl.
|—I guessthe ship must have sustained some damage somewhere aong the way. | don't remember



anything else. | woke up in acrowd of refugees on Earth six weeks ago, and they were on their way
here; it seemed like agood idea— everything was faling to shit down there. So I've only been herea
month longer than you have."

Billie nodded. " So what did the medics say about the missing part? Physica or psych damage?”’
"l don't do medics," shesad, amiling alittle. "Besides, | fed fine."

Ripley stood and stretched her arms over her head. "Want to walk with meto dinner?

Billie glanced curioudly at the older woman asthey headed toward the cafeteria. She wasthe firgt
survivor, so far as anyone knew, to have seen the aliens and gone back for more. Billie found herself
intrigued by Ripley's relaxed, confident demeanor, acamnessthat seemed unlikely after al she must have
been through. Especidly given her own experiences with the monsters. Even after only two weeks here, it
seemed like amillion years had passed.

They waked down C-corridor toward the nearest dining hall. There was aviewing plate adjacent
to the hatchway that led them down another corridor; peering out the window was ayoung couple, both
meditechs by the look of their 1Ds, holding hands and talking quietly. Billie saw one whole stretch of the
station from her vantage point, long tubes set into spheres and cubes, assembled like agiant child'stoy.
She shivered dightly from the cold asthey neared the hatch. The station was made from heavy plastic
and cheap lunar metds, heat came from baseboard heaters set dong each corridor, but the void outside
kept the corridors from ever redly getting warm.

Apparently the newer modules were worse, exposed plastic beams and cramped quarterswith
poor facilities and lights. They had been dgpped together to field the incoming refugees from Earth, the
flood of peoplethat had findly tapered to atrickle. Gateway Orbitd Station now held somewhere
around 17,000, amost twice the number it had been intended for—but it wouldn't need to hold many
more. AsRipley said, thingswerefaling to shit down there.

Though it was early for dinner, the hall was crowded. There had been amidday shipment of redl
vegetables from one of the hydroponic gardens, and word had spread fast.

Billieand Ripley both got smal salads of carrot and |ettuce to go with their meals. They sat at one
of the smaller tables near the entrance. In spite of the crowd, it was quiet; most of the people on
Gateway had lost friends and family to the aliens on Earth. 1t was amost like people were embarrassed
to laugh or have agood time. Billie could understand thét.

She had spent much of her lifein various psych wards, trying to convince medtechs that the aliens
exigted; the solemn atmosphere of the sation was familiar, if not comforting. She didn't fed particularly a
home here, but then she'd never redly had ahome. At least her life wasn't in danger; that was something.
After the trip with Wilks, being safe seemed dmost like adream.

Ripley ate abite of her heated soypro and made aface. "Tasteslike insulation that's been
dehydrated, frozen, and reheated. Then spit on.”

Billietasted her own, then nodded. "At least it'swarm."
They ae quietly, each concentrating on her med.

" S0 do you dream of her? The mother dien?'



Billielooked up from her tray, sartled.

Ripley watched her intently. "1 do," she continued. "At least | did, before my memory lapse.” She
took another bite of soypro.

"l—yeah. | do, too. I've heard that others have dreams...." Billietrailed off. Y eah, she had heard

stories, mostly about fanatics, people who had turned their dreams of the dliensinto somekind of
religion; the Chosen who had realized that Judgment Day had aready come. Sheld mostly kept quiet
about her own dreams, but recently ... "l have them often. Almost every night.”

Ripley nodded. "It got that way with me, too. They started with her reaching out, expressing love,
and turned into these. | felt a connection. They weretransmissions. | knew where shewas, that she
wanted to gather her children to her. The queen of the queens, the driving force behind the whole
goddamned species. | knew whereto find her!"

She pushed her tray aside abruptly. "And | lost her.”

Billienodded. "I knew | wasn't the only one, but | haven't had alot of timeto think abouit it lately
and this station doesn't offer awholelot in theway of group therapy sessons.”

Ripley smiled, ashort, bitter expression. "I think | know what sheswaiting for," shesaid, "and |
have an idea. We need to find more dreamers ... what about Wilks?"

Billie shrugged. "I know he dreams, but | don't think it's the sameway | do. That doesn't mean
much. He kegpsto himself. We could ask him." She glanced around, athough she figured he had gone
for aworkout. In their two weeks &t the station, Wilks had spent most of histimein some gym or
another. "'I'm supposed to meet him later for adrink.”

"I'd like to come dong—if it'snot intruding,” Ripley said. It seemed she chose her words with care.

"No problem. Y ou're welcome." Billie smiled, and Ripley smiled back, amuch easier expression
than before. Billie found hersdlf liking thiswoman more and more.

Wilks had been cycling for the better part of an hour, working up area good sweet, when he
noticed the young boy sitting in the corner with his head resting on his hands. He had been concentrating
on thevid screenin front of him, aleve-nine cycle run that was going to make him hurt like hell
tomorrow, or he might have seen the boy earlier.

It was one of the Sation's smaller gyms, and heliked it that way; the larger workout rooms could
hold 200, and that many people sweeting in one place wasn't particularly appeding, especidly given the
smell of recycled air. And he didn't care much for crowds.

The kid was maybe ten or eleven, athin, pale boy with dark hair and a neutra expresson. He
dared at nothing, his chin resting on hisknees.

Something about him reminded Wilks of himself at that age; maybe it wasthe build or the hair ...
maybe the blankness. He could relate to that.

Wilks had grown up in asmall town on Earth in the southern United States, raised by hisaunt; his



mother had died of breast cancer when he wasfive, after hisfather had | eft the two of them the year
before. Aunt Carrie was nice enough, but didn't spend much time with him; she worked the night shift a a
rest home and wasrather indifferent to hislife. Little Davey Arthur Wilks had enough to eat and clothes
to wear, and that was her responsbility as she saw it, that and nothing else.

Carrie Greene did not understand much of anything, and sure as hell not little boys.

They didn't discuss his parents often; his mother was a saint who had nothing but love for Davey,
his father a no-account bastard son of a bitch who had nothing but his own best interests at heart.
David—who hated being cdled "Davey"—wasn't so sure. He couldn't really remember either of them,
and dthough he knew his mother wasn't gonna come back, he did dream of hisfather coming to get him
one day, standing on their westher-besten porch with asmilefor his son and thingsto play with and a
new placeto live. His dad was handsome and strong and smart and didn't take shit from nobody.

It was late summer, two days after his eeventh birthday. David lay on thefloor of their small, suffy
living room with his newest Danno Kruise, Action-Man comic. Danno wasin the middle of kicking some
serious bad-guy butt when there was aknock at the door. Aunt Carrie was "resting her eyes' in the back
bedroom, so David answered, expecting a sdlesman.

A tal man holding a brightly wrapped box stood there.

"David?' The guy was badly in need of a shave and wore a shabby suit afew years out of date, the
gynlin frayed a the cuffs.

"Y eah, why?' David stepped back from the door alittle; he didn't know this man. This man with
bright blue eyes....

"Ah—wedll, hi. | knew it was your birthday, and—wdll, | wasin town. Here." The stranger pushed
the box toward him.

David took it and looked at him. "Who are you?"

"Oh, hdll." The stranger smiled weakly. "I'm Ben. | an—was afriend of your mother's.” Ben
looked at hiswatch, then back at David. "Happy birthday, Davey. Listen, | gottaget going, I'm supposed
to meet someone ... you know how it is." Helooked at David helplesdy.

David stared, unable to speak. His father's name was Ben. He clutched the package tightly. The
wrapping crinkled under hisgrip. Ben.

The man turned and walked away, without looking back. David stood there for along time before
he closed the door. Hetried to tell himself that it wasn't true, that this Ben wasn't hisdad. It couldn't be.
Hewouldn't just come here, drop this present off, and leave. He wouldn't do that.

"Davey?' Hisaunt, risen from her nap, padded toward him. "Was that somebody at the door?
What have you got there?"

The boy stared at her. He shook his head. "It wasn't anybody important,” he said. He tossed the
present at the shiny copper ash bucket his aunt kept next to the antique wood stove.

In the gym, Wilks shook his head again. Jesus. Some of those old tapeswere real fucking hard to
get rid of. He stared at the boy. "Hey, kid, you won't build any muscle sitting on your buit like that.”



The boy looked at him, like some kind of big-eyed bird.
"Here. Let me show you how that machine works."
It wasn't much, but it was something Wilks could do. Nobody had ever doneit for him.

The smile on the boy's face was worth amillion, easy. And it didn't cost Wilks anything at all.

Amy and the old man stood in front of atunnel covered in dien secretion and littered with debris.
Thetunnel led off into thick darkness.

The old man ran ashaky hand through his dirty white hair and put his arm around the adol escent.
Amy smiled up a him. Shewas apretty girl, in spite of her grimy skin and tattered clothes. Her nervous
smile made her look much younger.

"They're using the underground to move benegath the city,” he said, keeping hisvoice quiet "The
tunnesand grids are dtill here, but changed. Transformed.” He and Amy walked forward afew steps.
Thelighting waswesk; long

shadows danced and re-formed beyond them as they moved through the silent cavern.
The old man continued:

"It's—it'sdifficult to be sure, but the tunnels appear to converge into acentral locus—Iike spokes
onawhed."

The dark, ropy aien construct surrounded them completely now. The walls were embedded with
long-dead humans—amostly rotted arm hanging down from above, ahalf skull jutting out to their left. To
the right was something that might have been adog once.

Amy moved closer to the old man.

"Asfar as| cantell, the creatures keep to one area a atime, useit up, and move to another. Our
camp isset up nearby." He put ashaky hand on Amy's shoulder. "The diens are afew klicks from here,
asfar as| cantell, so we're as safe aswe can be”

"1 wish we could go up,” Amy said. "We can't, though.”

The old man nodded. 'There are those who fed the 'connection’ and hunt for aien breeders above
ground. We're better off down here."

They waked down through the tunndl, deeth all around them like obscene art, both bresathing
shallowly through their mouths. After aminute they stopped, and the old man began to spesk againin his
schoolteacher'svoice.

"We're not far from the hub now, one of the central areas. That's why there are more breeders
here, what's|eft of them. We don't dare go any farther.”

Amy shuddered dightly. "Can we get out of here, Daddy? It doesn't fed right.”



He looked around warily and then smiled at the child. "Y eah, okay. Let'sget an early dinner.” They
turned back to the tunnel, the old man letting Amy take the lead.

"Y ou know, | should've—" he began, when suddenly a hand shot out from the dark wall and
grabbed hisknee. Amy let out asingle, high-pitched yelp. The old manfdll.

Anather voice came out of the darkness, "Oh, shit. Oh, shit!" A young man raninto view.
"Paul!" shouted the old man, and the younger oneranto help him. "Get it off me, get it off!"

Paul hedd asmdl lantern into the air over the old man. A breeder was strung into the black secretion
there, close to degth. It had once been awoman, and now was barely animal, its eyesinsane. It held
tight.

"Daddy," Amy breathed out, chest hitching. She started to sob.

Both Paul and the old man best a the woman's hand with their fists, but she would not let go. Her
face was bloated and amost black. Paul |ooked toward the hub; somewhere, maybe far awvay, there
were clattering noises.

"Lisssen," sherasped out, her lips bleeding and cracked. "I am the mother ..."

Paul stood and kicked at her hand. The thing'swrist snapped cleanly, and the old man scuttled
backward, away from the dying creature. She didn't seem to notice that her hand was hanging off her
wrigt; shedidn't seemto fed pain.

The old man stood, grabbed Amy by the arm, and they all backed away from the mad breeder.

She closed her awful eyes. "Soon,” she whispered hoarsely. " Soon, soon.” The terror was there on
all of their faces asthey moved back toward camp, her final words seeming to echo al around thetrio.

Theold man sad, "Paul ?*

The younger man nodded. "I'll take care of it." He pulled aknife from a shesth on hisbelt. A stray
beam of light glittered from the blade. He moved back toward the breeder—

The screen went to static. Billie found her hands clamped to the arms of the chair so hard her
tendons creaked when she managed to loosen her grip. She shook her head back and forth, amost
without redlizing that shewas doing it. A denia of Amy'spain, of her own— Shewasin Gateway's main
broadcast room, aone; the tech had gone on his dinner break.

"Not again," shesad, feding likealittle girl hersalf. Her own childhood of running and hiding on
Rim had never seemed closer—everyone gone, dragged away screaming to be food for the creatures. A
flood of memories hit her: crouched in aventilation duct while afat man with bleeding earshowled in fear
and pain afew feet away; gunshots and shouts in the middle of the night; blood splattered in the dark
hallways, and dways the terror, the constant, aching terror and hopel essness, the certainty that she would
be discovered by the monsters. And eaten. Or worse.

But Amy wasdivel A few yearsolder and till dive.

Thetech, an dderly man named Boyd, had mentioned offhand that there were ill afew things



coming in from Earth. "Mostly those goddamn religious shitheads," held muttered, picking at one ear.
"Any 'casts of afamily?’ said Billie, not expecting it. That would have been amiracle....

"Oh yeah. Comesin on various channds, pretty random signas. A girl and her dad, couple of
others off and on. Sad."

Boyd had shrugged and I eft to est, warning her not to touch anything while hewas gone. Billie
figured the old tech hadn't meant he didn't care, it wasjust that there was nothing to be done. Except—

Ripley. Maybe her plan, whatever it was, could mean helping Amy. The same child, now older, she
had seen in the 'casts when she and Wilks had been trapped on that mad military asshole's base. Amy.

Billietook adeep breath and let it out dowly. She saw hersdlf in that little girl on Earth and would
do whatever she could to save her. Anything.

Billie was afew minutes late to the Four Sails, no doubt the deaziest bar on Gateway—and of
course the one that Wilks would cometo. It was small and dark. Drinkers and chem-heads sat at round
tables surrounding the tiny stage near the back; according to a schedule posted on the wall, there would
be erotic dancers later, couples and threesomes crowded onto the platform performing to pulsng music.

Billie spotted Ripley by hersdf at atablein the corner, a pitcher of splash and afew glassesin front
of her.

"Wilksisn't hereyet," Ripley said, pouring pae straw-colored liquid into one of the glasses.
"Drink?"'

"Y eah, thanks," said Billie. Shetook the glass. She swalowed half of its contents before setting it
down.

Ripley raised an eyebrow. "Hard day?"

"Some of my past catching up to me. Therésafamily on Earth that sends broadcasts out—I firgt
saw them on Spearss planetoid. One of themisalittle girl, maybe twelve or thirteen now. Watching
is—" Billie stopped and sipped her splash. "It's hard.”

"Isit Amy?"

Billielooked up, surprised.

Ripley said, "I saw one afew days ago. Do you know her?"

Billie shook her head. "I fed like | do."

"Y eah, | understand. Amy was my daughter's name, too." She drank.

Wilks stepped through the doorway, nodded to the bartender, and cameto their table.

"Sorry I'm late," he said. "'l was—uh, weight-training. Guess | lost track of time." He smiled and sat
down, then poured himsdlf aglass of splash.

Billie noticed that he seemed much more relaxed than usual, his scarred face aimost calm.



"'Lo,Ripley."

Ripley leaned forward. "We need some help, Wilks," she said. "No point in coating it—do you
dream of the diens?'

"Doesn't everybody?' he said.

"Not nightmares” Billie said, her voice quiet. "Signas. Transmissons. From a queen mother, a
leader of queens. She's—she'sin adark place, acave or something, and she wants. Sheswaiting, she's
cdling"

Billie closed her eyes, remembering. " She moves closer, and then she speaks. She says sheloves
you and wants you with her; you can fed it coming off of her in waves, her need ..."

Billie opened her eyes. Ripley was nodding. Wilks wore a skeptical 10ok.
"Maybeit's something you ate," he said.

"Listen, Wilks, remember the robot ship? The dream | had?

Wilks nodded. "Y eah. | remember.”

Billie had known there were diens on that ship when there was no way she could have; that dream
had saved their lives.

"So what do you want from me?"

"We need to know who's having dreams,” said Ripley. "I had ‘em for awhile, but they stopped; if
they're actudly transmissions of some kind, we may be able to use them. But we haveto find out if
anybody el se dreamsthem to be sure. Any ideas?’

Wilks stared into his splash. "Maybe. | can ask some people | know. If you think it'sreally worth
doing."

"l don't know if itis" Ripley sad. "But it might be."

Wilks shrugged. "Fuck it" Hetook abig drink of hissplash. "Not like| got awhole hdll of alot ese
to do on this bucket of rocks and plastic. What the hell. I'll ask around.” He drained his glass. Stood.
"Meet you in the B-2 conference room at 0900 tomorrow."

Ripley smiled and Billie let out adeep breeth, reieved. Amy was till hiding on Earth, and therewas
probably nothing she could do; but they were going to do something.

The private conference room was military access only, but it was smal and rarely used, so Wilks
had no trouble signing it out Ripley and Billie ood on either sde of him in front of asmall computer. He
spoke as he tapped in codes.

"l looked up an old friend last night, Ledie Elliot. She used to go out with thisguy | trained with, till
sheredlized that she had about 50 1Q points on him. She's a pretty good hacker, but these days she's
doing basic dataentry. | figured she wouldn't mind rascaling up what we needed ... she even edited.
Wait, herewe go."

A readout scrolled up the screen. Names, dates, places. Then vid images.



Quincy Gaunt, Ph.D./Subject: Nancy Zetter. It wasapoor qudity vid of two peoplesttingin an
office, the woman spesking:

"... and then she comes up to me and | hear thisvoice in my head telling me that she cares about
me. She says, 'l loveyou." The attractive middle-aged woman shook her head, disgusted. "That awful
thing, tdling methat.”

"And that'swhere it ends?" said the doctor, athin young man with aneutral expression.
"Yes. Except it doesn't end,” shesad. "I keep having them—"

Wilks pushed a button on the console. More names blipped across the screen, another office with
different people. A well-built young man squirmed nervoudy in acushioned chair while an older man
looked on.

"It'slike—I don't know, she wants me," he blurted out.
"Sexudly?"

The young man colored visibly. "No, not like that. Like—aw, shit, | don't know, like she'smy
mother or something.”

"Do you dream about your mother?" said the doctor, leaning forward.
Wilks hit abutton. A Dr. Torchin wastalking to afemale Lieutenant Adcox.

"...and you fed like she's calling you to come be with her in these dreams,” Torchin said.
"Interesing.”

Wilks handled the keyboard swiftly.

"...it'sarecurring dream—"

"... heloves me, wants me—"

"... you say the creatureis asking you to find it—"

"It wants meto find her—"

"...shescdling me—"

Wilks hit the stop button and turned to look at the two women.
"How many?' said Billie, her mouth dry.

"Not sure," said Wilks. "But Les accessed aweek of psych visits and she came up with
thirty-seven.”

"And there are alot of people who don't go to psych," said Ripley. She looked thoughtful. "Good
job, Wilks."

"Where the fuck isthis headed, Ripley?' he said, leaning back in his chair. "Doesthis mean
something?'

"That queen mother wants her children,” said Ripley. "I don't know why she wants them, but she
does. The signal isfor them. The drones aren't smart enough to load themselves onto star-ships and fly



home. But if we could find her, get her to Earth—"
"They would go to her,” said Billie.

"Lemme get this straight: This queen of queensisin ancther stellar system? Chrigt, you'retaking
fagter-than-light transmission of thisfucking call. VVoodoo stuff."

"But what if it'strue?’ Billie said. "What if somehow the superqueen can make that long-distance
cal? Think how it would work if she were here.”

"They would head for her likelemmings," Ripley said. "Gather themsdvesin abig bunch dl
together, every one of them."

Wilks wasn't the brightest guy who ever lived, but he saw the possibilities of this scenario pretty
damned fast. When he spoke, his voice was soft,

but interested: "We could wait until they dl got collected into abig bunch and then nuke'em al to
hdl."

Helooked back at the vid screen, where a patient with dark circles benegth her eyeswasfrozenin
mid-sentence. Nice dream, but that's dl it seemed to be. Held drifted since hisfirst contact with the
mongters, logt abig chunk of time, until he'd rediscovered Billiein that psych ward, and anew purpose
aong with her: to destroy the dienswho had fucked up him—and mankind—royaly. That was hisgod,
but he was a practical man.

ToRipley, he said, "What makes you so sure about this?!

She shook her head. "'I'm not sure, at least not in any way you could lay out and measure with a
ruleor ascae”

"But you believe dl this psych stuff meanswhat you said? There's some kind of supermom dien
somewhere who could draw these bastards like shit does flies?'

"That'swhat | believe, yeah."

Wilks stared at the screen. Billie had been able to tell about the diens on the ship he and Bueller
and she had stolen, that was afact. And held had his own hunches, ducked when there wasn't any reason
to doit, and saved his ass because of it He wasn't much on religion or psyche stuff, but you didn't haveto
be achemica engineer to start afire, either. Pragmatic was the way to go, to hell with the theoretical
crap. If Billie could dream the truth, maybe other people could do it too. Made sense.

"Okay. Let's suppose this scenario works," he said. "It's worth checking out alittle more. If it's
right, it gives us abig hammer we can use againgt the suckers. I'm willing to play along and see whereiit
goes. I'll go talk to my friend.”

"Il gowithyou, if that's okay," said Ripley. "Billie? If you could dig through thesefiles, pull out
names of military personnd—"

Billie plucked the metal info sphere out of the reader and put it in her pocket.

Ripley grinned. "Fine. Why don't we meet this evening and see what we've got?”

Billie walked toward her quarters quickly. It was good to be in action, better to know that she



shared her dreamswith others, that she wasn't done. Ripley was astrong woman, aleader.

Sheturned a corner and dmost ran into arobotech adjusting alight panel. Billie stopped short and
stood there, studying the design. It was Smple machinery, made for only afew manua tasks, vagudy
humanoid, about two meterstal. Basicaly acontrol box with amsand legs.

Not like an android that you could mistake for human ...

Billie was suddenly very near tears. Mitch. She wondered what had become of him, her android
lover. Asaways, amix of confused emotions came with the thought: anger, that he hadn't told her the
truth; worry, sadness. The pity she had felt when held been "repaired” on Spears's planetoid, hislovely
torso strapped to ugly meta legs— like the limbs of the robot moving past her. When the fina redlization
had hit, it had been too late; she and Wilks were in space, headed away from the battle on the planetoid
where Mitch had been trapped. The transmission to their ship wasthe last she had seen of him. Thetruth
of it was that for whatever Mitch had come to be, he was the best person she had ever known. And she
hed loved him.

Y eah, okay, S0, lifewas fucking unfair. It was a cold fact that she'd learned and relearned too many
timesto cry about now. Y ou spent alot of timein ahospital, you learned to suck it up and keep your
face blank.

Billie wiped the tearsfrom her face. Crying didn't get you anywhere. If sheld learned nothing esein
her recent adventures with Wilks, she had learned that the best way to get things done was to do them.
Y ou wanted an ass kicked, best you wore your heavy boots. Then you could take care of business.
Sitting around and whining didn't get it done.

Ripley knew. Ripley had a plan. What the plan was didn't matter as much asthe fact that it existed.
And if there was any chance at dl that it would work, Billie was going to help make the damned diens
suffer for what they'd done.

And laugh while they burned.

Ripley rubbed at her temples, frowned dightly.

"Problem?" Wilks whispered. He didn't want to disturb the woman concentrating at the console a
couple of meters away.

"Headache," shesaid. "l get 'em alot latdy." She gave up her self-massage and looked around the
gmadl cubicle. Thetasteful paintings and prints seemed out of place next to the cheap, built-in furnishings.

Thetech, Ledie Elliot, had agreed to help them, volunteering her lunch bresk to dig for their
information. They sat now in her cube, watching her work. She was an attractive woman, tightly muscled,
with an easy smile and reddish-brown hair that she worein tiny braids. Ripley wondered how well she
and Wilks were acquainted....

"Maybe you should stop by medica,” said Wilks, interrupting her thought.
Ripley looked a him blankly.



"Tour headache."
"Oh. No. I'm fine. Besides, | don't do medics; most problems seem to fix themsdlves.”

Wilks seemed about to say something else when Ledieturned in her chair and grinned. "Y ou owe
mefor this, Sarge" shesad.

"If you got something.”

Ledigsgrin widened. "Gold mine, what | got. Just gotta ask the right questions. Hold on a sec.
Gotta store these where we can find them and nobody will ssumble across'em.”

Ripley smiled & Wilks

"Okay, so maybe you aren't totdly crazy," he said.

Ripley and Wilkswalked toward Ripley's quarters. The smell of canned air seemed particularly
gaeinthiscorridor, ametdlic tang that you could dmost taste.

Wilks thought about the conversation they'd just had with Les.

"Only afew of the dreamers seem to be linear-minded," Ledie had said, tapping the keys expertly
asshetalked. "Y ou know, math-science, |eft-brain types. Guyslike you, Sarge, no imagination.”

"Fuck you."

"Y ou wish. Um, anyway, it stands to reason that they would have a better fix on charting amap. If
you'd told me what you were looking for last night, you could have saved yourselves atrip.”

"Actudly, we're making thisup aswe go dong,” Ripley sad.

Even so, they had the names of people who could describe the lien's planet, sx in al. Their details
were vague, but Ledie had cross-referenced a known-systems map and come up with severa possible
locations. Ripley said shefigured they could narrow it down if they could talk to the Six.

Thistelepathy-empathy stuff wastricky, but it was what they had to work with. Wilkswas il
willing to go along for theride, given that something had turned up. Weird, but thereit was.

"| thought we blew their goddamn planet out of space,” Wilkssaid. "I dropped chain-linked nukes
that should have scraped the fucking surface clean.”

"Doesn't matter," said Ripley. They spawn wherever they are, and aplanet overrun isaplanet
overrun.”

"Y eah. But this one, wherever it is, appears to be the core. Makes me wonder how many places
are seeded ..." Hetrailed off, remembering the conversation with the old soldier in the bar.

"Something?" Ripley sdid.

"Yeah. A few days after Billieand | got here | met this old man at the bar, name of Crane. He was
ex-military and very drunk, wanted to buy every uniform in the place adrink. He rambled, glory daysand
dead soldiers, shit likethat, | didn't pay much attention—until he started talking about the diens. He
caled them war toys, said that they were too good at surviving to be natural.”



Ripley turned to look at Wilks.

"Interesting,” she said, consdering for aminute. "Rapid procrestive ability, acid blood,
vacuum-res stant—it would explain ahell of alot if it were designed that way."

Wilks nodded. "Worth thinking about, anyway. '‘Course then the questions get worse: Who
designed the fucking things? Why? What do they havein mind?’

They stopped in front of Ripley's quarters. "I'll catch up to you and Billielater,” he said. "I've got
somethingsto check out."

Ripley shut the door and thought about Wilks's secondhand theory. War toys? What insane species
could've come up with the dien design; what kind of war could have warranted it?

Her headache was coming back.

Therewas aknock at Ripley's door.
"Comein."

Billie stepped in and glanced around at the bare walls of the older woman's room. Efficient and
practica, like Ripley, who sat a adesk staring at the consolein front of her. Shelooked weary.

"Hey, Billie" shesad, swivding in her charr. "Anything?'

"Eighteen military-affiliated, maybe half of them trained in combat,” she said. She leaned on the
desk. Shewas on thetired sde hersdif.

"Good. Wilksand | got some stuff from his hacker friend that looks promising, so we can get
sarted. Well have to do background checks on some of these folks and get going on transport— sooner
the better."

Billiesmiled at Ripley's straightforward confidence in her plan. Must be niceto be so in control, so
sure of yoursdf. "Just out of curiosity,” she said, "how did thisidea of yours come up?"

Ripley shifted in the chair and ooked suddenly uncomfortable. ™Y ou remember | said | had a
daughter?'

Billie nodded.

"Amanda. She was very young when | l&ft to work on the Nostromo. | promised her I'd come
back for her birthday. | didn't makeit.”

Billie nodded again. She knew that part of it Ripley had spent decadesin deep degp—she held the
record, asfar asanybody knew. It had been alucky accident that she had been found at al, drifting
through dead space. Billie wondered what it must have been like, to leave a child and come back to find
she had died as an old woman. A daughter older than your own grandmother. Awful.

"On the ship to Gateway, | thought alot about her, her wholelife passing by while| dept. And the
dreams of another mother who wanted her children back.”



Ripley shook her head and smiled. There was no humor in the expression. "Funny comparison. Me
and that monstrous creature both wishing for the same thing."

Billie needed to do something. Awkwardly, she reached out and took Ripley's hand. "I'm sorry,”
shesad.

"Yeah." Ripley pulled her hand away, not accepting the gesture of comfort. "Anyway. | didn't have
any kind of revelation about what to do, no brilliant inspiration. | just loved my daughter and | miss her
and | blamethat thing for taking her avay."

She looked up at Billie, her eyesangry. "My ideadidn't come from wanting to save anyone, no
great love for humanity—I just hate her and her whole fucking brood and | want them exter minated.”

She took a deep breath and dropped her gaze, then shrugged. "Enough history. We have alot to
do."

Billie wondered how old the child had been; Amy's age, perhaps? Something that al three of them
had in common, then; Ripley, Billie, and the dien queen. Just wanting their children ... No. Amy wasn't
her child. Just aface on aviewscreen. Don't think of her that way.

Billiemoved achair over to Ripley's desk and sat beside her. There would be time to sort through
the reasons | ater. For now, Ripley was right—there was alot of work to be done. After two weeks of
hanging around, the idea didn't seem so bad. Doing nothing was dways worse than doing just about

anything.

Sergeant Kegan Bako was ten years younger than Wilks and looked years younger than that. He
had a baby face and ablond's complexion, fair and unwrinkled. Wilks guessed that Bako only had to
shave every other day, if that, to keep with military office standard.

The two men sat in Bako's office, separated by a desk covered with paper flimsies and plastic food
wrappers. The smal room was uffy, the smdll of soy saucecloyingintheair.

"Sure you don't want some of this? Better than that shit they servein the dining rooms.” Bako
maneuvered his chopsticks clumsly to hismouth, losing at least hdf of hisfried noodlesin the process.

"Thanks, | dready ate some of the dining room shit."
"Too bad. So what brings you here? Don't tell me you're looking for arematch—7?"

"What, you haven't suffered enough thisweek?' Hed met the younger man at agym whilelooking
for ahandball partner. They'd played severd times since; athough Bako hadn't won yet, it was a good
workout and okay company. "Actudly, | wanted to check something. Who'd | talk with to requisition a

transport?’
Bako swallowed amouthful of noodles and grinned. "God, maybe. Y oure kidding, right?"

"Hypotheticaly, let's say | wanted to go pick up a... wegpon that might wipe out the infestation on
Earth. Could | get aship?"



"What kind of weapon?'
"A hypotheticd one."

Bako tapped his chopsticks against the desk. "Well, firgt of al, you'd have to have proof of this
weapon, no hypothetical about it. Take that to Genera Peters, or maybe Davison—qget an okay, a
volunteer crew, and fill out the forms." Bako made another attempit at his noodles as he spoke. "I gotta
tell you, though, you'll have afuck of atime, even with solid evidence."

“Why'sthat?"

"In the last four months there have been three attempts to get to and from Earth. Three official
attempts, if you know what | mean.”

Wilks nodded. That meant other times that nobody wanted to talk about.

"Thefirgt ship came back with adozen or so new civilians but four marines outright dead or gone
out of an eight-man crew. On the second, welost dmost al the crew and got zip rescues to show for it."

"And the third?"

"Didn't come back. It's like the things knew the ships were coming and were laying for them. And
weredly can't afford to lose any more hardware, loca manufacturing facilities being what they are. Just
about every crate that could get free of the gravity well left during thefina days of the infestation. Some
of those ships are here; awhole shitload more of them are far away, and nobody knows where.”

Bako set his chopsticks down and looked a Wilks. " They're planning another mission soon; you
know how the brass hates to have its butt kicked, athough you didn't hear it from me. My point s,
getting a ship to do something that could maybe help isn't high priority right now. Even scout shipsare
worth more than diamonds these days.”

And al Wilkswanted was afully loaded star-ship to take God knew where across the galaxy to
kidnap the mother of al diens. Hypothetically spesking.

He nodded, stood, and smiled at the baby-faced sergeant. "Thanks, Dimples. Y ou've been ahelp.”
"Don't call methat. C-court tomorrow, 08007
"Sure. I'll tie both hands behind my back, even thingsup alittle.”

Wilks exited on Bako's laugh, but stopped smiling as the door closed behind him. Bako's
information hadn't exactly been asurprise. And if it were just him, held fuck going through the proper
channels and just take a ship. He'd done that and he knew how it worked. But he didn't exactly liveina
void. Someone elsewasin charge, and if Ripley wanted to try and go by the book, he'd do what he
could to help. But unlessthe general was dreaming of the dien superqueen, proving anything was going to
be a bitch.

Charlene Adcox answered her door wearing a pale green kimono tied loosdly at thewaist. She was
short and amost boyishly thin. Her close-cropped hair and sharp features made her ook oddly masculine
in spite of the gown she wore. Billie caught ascent of perfume, light and flowery.

"Fem Adcox?"



"Wes"
"My nameisBillie. Could | spesk to you for amoment?*
"Concerning ... 7" Adcox smiled politely.

Billie took adeep breath. "It's about the dreams," she said.
Adcox paused, then moved back from the door, her smile gone.

Billie stepped in. The room was larger than her own, decorated with Japanese prints and sparse,
amplefurniture. Adcox motioned to afuton for Billieto sit down, and sested herself acrossfrom her ona
small wooden bench.

"How did you get my name?'

Billie hestated. The psych fileswere classified, but an elaborate lie would eventually be found out
by anyone whose help they enlisted. "There are others having the same dream,” she said. " Some of us
rascaled the psychiatric files."

Adcox nodded. "Okay," she said. The young lieutenant seemed more relieved than anything ese,
which Billie understood. "How many others?"

"We can't tell for sure. Upwards of fifty, at least. They're dl the same—they're transmissions, not
dreams. The aliens are telepathic or empathic, whatever. It ain't coincidence.”

Adcox offered her awesk amile. "No, it doesn't sound likeit. What do you want from me?"

Billie pulled an info sphere from her pocket. ™Y ou can tell me where you think sheis," she said.
"There are savera possibilities described in thesefiles. Only afew of us seem to be able to seelocationin
the dreams, and you're one of them. We want to find her."

Adcox tensed dightly. To kill her?!
"Yes. Her and her children.”

Adcox reached out and took the sphere from Billie. "Call me Char," she said.

Ripley wrapped the towel around her neck and padded naked to her bed. She stretched her long
body across the pad, toes pointing and arms over her head. The interview with John Chin had gone well.
He was an architect, one of the linear-minded dreamers, and had agreed to ook at their map. Chin
wasn't afighting man, and she doubted he would volunteer to come with them when the time came—but
sheimagined that there would be enough soldierswilling to take therisks....

She closed her eyes. She wasn't deepy, but the shower had relaxed her to ameditative frame of
mind. She wondered how Billie had made out with Lieutenant Adcox ... how old was Billie?
Twenty-three, wasn't it?

In October of Ripley'stwenty-third year, she had given birth to abeautiful, squaling, perfect little
girl, AmandaTe. Amy ...

Ripley let her mind fal deeper into the memory.



"Shhhh, Amanda. Little sweet Amanda." She repeated the words over and over, asoft, lulling
mantrato the newborn she held. The hospita room was dimly lit and done in soft colors. She had never
met, and would never meet, the father; she had goneto aclinic, safer and nester for her singlelife. Except
now shewasamommy....

When the nurse laid the tiny child in her arms, Ripley had wept. She was so beautiful, so quiet and
deepy and tiny! Perfect little fingersand nails, aheadful of dark, silky hair.

Thelabor had been hard and long, but it wasworth it.

"Shh, little baby, sweet Amanda,”" she crooned, wondering how she could ever show her daughter
how much she loved her, with thislove that could move mountains....

A man'sface suddenly appeared afew inches from her own, frowning, his hand reaching out to
touch her—

* * %

Ripley yelped, sat up in bed, eyes wide. She covered hersdlf with the towel and looked around the
room. No one. But—that face, that was—

The man's face had been in her head, in her daydream. And it had been—

"Bishop?' Ripley shook her head. The android, the one with the soldiers, decades &fter her
daughter had been born, years after her mother had failed to get homein time for her birthday.

Where had that come from? Bishop ... she hadn't thought of him for along time; thelast time
was—she had seen him last—

No good. Her pleasant wanderings had gotten weird somewhere; maybe the strain of everything
was getting to be too much to handle. Ripley sighed, confused and frustrated by her inability to know her
own mind. Maybe she wastired after dl....

Ripley stood and reached for acoverall. She didn't fed like being naked anymore.

Wilkstapped on Ledie's door using the smal bottle of whiskey held bought.
"Hold on asec!"
He heard muffled footsteps coming toward him, and then aloud thump. " Shit!"

Wilks smiled. The door opened to avery redfaced Ledie rubbing her right knee. Behind her was an
overturned chair.

"Wilks, you asshole" she said, straightening up. She wore a snug black bodysuit and matching
headband; swest dotted her tawny skin. In spite of her words, she grinned. "That for me?' She motioned
at the bottle.



"Wdll, if you're busy—"

"Depends”
"1 wanted to thank you for helping us out; thought we might have adrink, unlessyou're otherwise
involved—?"'

Lediegrinned wider and stepped back from the door. "Y ou always were the subtle type," she said,
and her voice softened dightly. "Comein, David."

Billie sat in the uncomfortable plastic chair and watched the vid screen flicker with the ruins of
Earth. The scanner roamed, and it surprised her how much old data was still being broadcast. Mostly
advertisng for companies long dead, sometimes documentaries, the occasiond fiction program; many
werein different languages. Billie touched the command button from time to time, looking for something
real, something current.

Something like Amy.

There was aflash of static and then ablack screen. Suddenly aman's face appeared, a close-up.
Middle-aged, he was handsomein arugged way, sharp nose and strong jaw dominated by intense, dark
eyes. Hismouth wastightly set, deep lines etching the corners. He stared into the camera asif he were
about to fight it, his gaze unwavering. Something about the bland determination on hisface reminded Billie
of—

"Thisisan exercise of faith," he said. "Of the new Christ and the power She commands.” Hisvoice
was deep and compelling.

Foears, shethought. Like Spears.

The camera pulled back to show the man standing on alow platformin apoorly lit sudio. He was
tall and short-haired and wore atight coveral that emphasized hisbiceps and chest. A large knifewas

strapped to one hip.

"] am Carter Dane," hesaid, "and | have seen the Truth.”
Billie heard quiet murmurs of approva from offscreen.
"Thereis power in my hands. The Goddess has shown methe way."

He began to pace back and forth as he spoke. "The Goddess brings no fear. The Goddess has no
fear. We are Her children, She our mother. We are not worthy of Her; it isthefailing of humanity.”

More mumbles of assent.

Dane continued, hisvoice rising. "When the cleansing began, | was afraid. | cried in sdf-pity and
fear—afraid for my own life and the lives of the weak and unworthy al around me." He paused, for
dramatic effect. "1 was no more than apile of shit,” he said.

"Yed" A hoarse cry from the unseen audience.

"Usdess and impotent fear,” he continued, "left me empty. Incapable of action. | wallowed init; |
was crippled by it!" He stopped moving, faced the listeners.



"And She spoke to me. She asked for my help. The Goddess, the creator of so much power,
asking acrippleto aid Her. Like She asks of al Her Chosen. And | became strong for Her, | learned of
Her love, | found that deathis shit! Itisfear! Itisnothing!”

Billie sat transfixed, watching the screen; she found hersalf unable to move, to hit the command
button. Another of the dreamers, and completely insane.

Dane motioned to one side and a heavyset woman in ill-fitting soldier's gear dragged ayoung man
onto the stage. His hands were tied behind him and his dow, stumbling movements suggested heavy
sedation. The soldier pushed him to the floor next to Dane and stepped back into the shadows. The boy
looked bardly out of histeens, was thin and dressed in rags and dirt. He lay on hisSide, eyes closed.

Dane pointed at the prisoner but kept his gaze on the listeners. "This," he said with disgudt, "is
humanity. Wesk. Afraid. Heisnot fit to be the giver of Divinelife, not when so many of the willing stand
strong and proud in front of me." Dane made a sweeping gesture toward the crowd, and put his hand on
hiship.

Put hishand on the hilt of the knife.
Hepulled it out dowly and held it up. "The old humanity has outlived its usefulness,” he said.

He knelt beside the boy. The youth gave no sign of having heard the speech and did not struggle as
Dane pushed the blade without apparent effort deep into the bound boy's throat.

Blood erupted out across the platform.

The boy opened his eyes and hismouth, asif to speak. A horrible, wet gurglewas al that came
out, alook of confused pain on his paleface. Herolled onto his back, his eyesfluttering. More blood
spewed from the wound to mat hisdark hair and white skin. His thin body shuddered in onefina spasm.
His eyesremained open.

Dane ran the back of the knife across his forehead, smearing red across his brow. Swiftly heran
the point of the blade from the groin to the sternum of the dead youth, cutting deeply. He turned to face
hislisteners, awild grin on hisface.

"Come and feed!" he shouted. "Eat of the flesh! Devour the old, become one with the Goddess!”
He dropped the knife to the floor and thrust one bloodied hand into the boy's gut, then lifted it to hisown
mouth. Dark figures stepped onto the stage, tattered men and women converging on the corpse, adozen
or more, faces crazed, laughing loudly, reaching, pulling—

Dane ranted on, his mouth dripping blood, hisvoice cracking. "We are the Chosen! Wewill
become! We will—"

Billie hit the command button convulsively, breaking the trance. The screen went to static and dimly,
asif from another place, she heard acommercia for aretirement complex begin. She shivered dl over.
She stood, knocked over her chair. Sheran blindly away from the madness, her hand over her mouth.
There was awaste bin in the corner of the room; she ssumbled to it and vomited. Retched again and

again.

Sowly her surroundings came back into focus. Her spasms subsided into hitching, ragged breeths.
"Okay," shesad, "okay, okay." She brushed at her watering eyes. The dreams had been too much for
their mindsto bear on top of watching their world crumble, their familieskilled. But not her. They were
sick, demented; she was here, and would change things.



"Okay," she said again, and straightened up. The smdll of vomit was overpowering and sour, and
she stepped away from the bin. She felt asudden fury a what the queen had done. Her and her
goddamn calling, urging those people into madness. Giving the unbaanced areason tokill ...

Billie sniffled and wiped her mouth with the back of one shaky hand, then took a deep breeth. The
boy's dying face would come back to her later, she knew; there was nothing she could do to change that.
For now, she would concentrate on what she could change.

Wilks gently cupped his hand over one of Ledie's soft, small breasts; she stretched leisurely and
covered hishand with her own, smiling.

They lay nudein atangle of swesaty sheets, the musk of recent sex in the air. Wilks propped himsdlf
on one elbow beside her. He felt relaxed and at peace with his body. Ledlie was agood lover, confident
in her abilitieswithout being assuming.

"Mmm," she said, and opened her eyesto look at him. "Not bad, Sarge. Y ou should be promoted.”
Wilkssmiled. "Yeah, | think | make a pretty good drill sergeant. Drill, drill, drill ..."

Ledie made aface. "On the other hand, your jokes leave something to be desired. Like humor."
"What?Hey, I'm funny.”

"Shedit."

They lay gill for amoment, preoccupied with their own thoughts.

Wilks remembered his conversation with Bako. The evidence of the mother queen's existence was
not overwheming in hisown mind, so proving it to somebody who didn't know Billie— specificdly, to
the general—would take alot more than what they had.

"When are you leaving, David?'

—

"The dream dien. Y ou're going to wherever sheis. To get her.”
It was a statement, not a question.

"l don't know," he said. "Theres ill aquestion of how—officia backing isiffy." He shook his
head. "We're not even sure of where sheisyet. Ask mewhen | know more.”

"And you're going with nothing more solid than apsychic vison?"'
"Less—I don't even dream the dream. But you do. Do you believeit?!

"Yeah, | think she'sredl." She nuzzled her head againgt his bare chest. "I'll do whatever | canto
hdp."

Wilks stroked the pam of his hand across her smooth belly in smdl circles, then moved lower,
lightly touching the edge of her pubic mound. Y eah? Anything?"

She pushed up againgt him, eyes closed. His penis stirred, pressed againgt her leg. Sherolled



toward him, ady smileraisng acorner of her parted lips.

"You are pretty good asadrill sergeant,” she said. "Now which isfor shooting and which isfor fun
e

Alonein her quarters, Ripley shut down the computer and rolled her head forward, yawning. Her
thoughts had started running into each other. 1t was late and the pills she had swallowed for an earlier
headache didn't seem to be working. Stronger medication would require a prescription, and her intrinsic
mistrust of medtechs—

She frowned. How had that come about, anyway? Must have happened after the long deep, some
incident in the hospital that had lodged in her subconscious. She couldn't recall caring either way before
that....

It didn't really matter; headaches were not amgjor problem. Besides, it was most likely the stress
of getting this action together that caused them.

She fdt satisfied that they had their planet. Both of the dreamers she and Billie had talked to had
fingered the same system, and Ledie had listed it as the most probable.

She walked to the bed, knuckled her tired eyes, and lay down, not bothering to undress. She hadn't
seen Wilksfor awhile and wondered if he had gotten the information about military transport. It would
be best to get the go from the power on Gateway, but if they couldn't—well, there were other ways.

She thought about the daydream she had experienced earlier, of Bishop's face surprising her back
to redity. She had liked the android, an exception to her negative fedingsfor synthetics— but his
appearance in her mind had seemed wrong. Out of place, not of her own memory.

Medtechs and artificial humans, the world of science and persona demons. Maybe they weredl
crazy. Maybe the idea was nothing more than a madwoman's nightmare and Ripley had sumbled into it.
Maybe....

Ripley fel adeep.

Peter Schell was a heavy-set older man whose natura expression was adight scowl; even when he
smiled his brow creased downward. Ripley thought he looked like he had bitten into something sour.

The man next to him, Keith Dunston, was much younger, around Billie's age. He was small-boned
and wiry, amartia artsteacher. Dunston had listened to Wilks outline the situation with aplacid interest,
asif hewerewatching a'cast of atennis match.

Ripley had let Wilks do most of the talking to the two men. They had met in the private dojo where
Dunston taught classes. After brief introductions, Wilks had quickly laid out their theory and research;
Schell had interrupted severd times with questions while Dunston remained silent, occasondly running a
small hand through his short red hair. Both men looked tired.



"Sowhat if you don't get atransport?’ said Schell.

Wilks shrugged. "Right now were trying to get a crew. The more people who havefathin this, the
better the chance we will get aship.”

"Y eah, but what if you don't?"

Schell's open skepticism was getting on Ripley's nerves. She didn't think he was going to end up
working on this....

Wilkstook that one: "Well burn that bridge when we cometo it. Any more questions?”

There was amoment of silence. Wilks glanced at Ripley and back to the two men, who sat
thinking.

Schell scowled at his watch. He stood and reached out to shake hands with Wilks.

"| gppreciate your inviting meto thisdiscussion. The dreamswill be easier to live with knowing
what you've told me—but I'll have to think about it and get back to you."

Wilks started to say something, but must have thought better of it; he shook handswith Schell.
Schell nodded at Ripley and Dunston, and exited.

Ripley sighed. Not everyone they spoke to was going to jump at the chanceto risk their lives, of
course.

"I'min," Dungston said.

Ripley looked over at the man, surprised. He had been so quiet through the presentation that she
had guessed he wasn't interested.

Dungton didn't look asif he had said anything important; he sat with the same unreadable
expression on hisunlined face. "Let me know what | can do to help you prepare.”

Wilks and Ripley both grinned. The sergeant explained the proposal they planned to giveto
Genera Peters. Ripley watched Dunston absorb the information. The teacher seemed to radiate calmness
and strength; he would be agood man to have with them.

Billie sat on Char Adcox's futon and sipped amug of black tea, waiting for her response. The
lieutenant had seemed enthusiastic enough at the beginning of Billie's speech, but now looked
gpprehengive; she tapped her fingers againgt her own cup, frowning. Billie remained quiet, not wanting to
pressure her.

"l don't know," Char said findly. "It sounds good, but I'm not redly in aposition—" She hesitated.
"I had family on Earth,” she said. "It'staken me along timeto dedl with losing them, and I've worked
hard to get where | am now asit is. Some mornings, I'm gill barely able to get out of bed." Shelooked at
Billie, searched her face for understanding.

Billie nodded.

"l just don't ... look, | can't, I'm sorry.”



Billietried not to look disappointed, but it must have shown.

Char sipped her tea, her eyestroubled. Billie set her mug down and stood to go. "It's okay, Char,"
shesad. "Redly. We couldn't have gotten this far without your help. | understand.”

Billie walked to the door. Damn. She liked the lieutenant, had been certain that she would
volunteer. She turned. "If you change your mind ..." Char nodded, but her forced smile said that her
decison wasfirm. Billie walked out and stood in the corridor for amoment. She shook her head. Shedid
understand. Given that the last couple of weeks had been the only time she'd been able to catch her
breath since Wilks had come back into her life, she could see how peace and quiet had alot of apped.
Then again, she redlized she'd spent too much of her lifein an enforced peace and quiet to want to Sit il
very long. Evenif there were monsters out there waiting for her.

"Well, McQuadeisin,” Wilkssaid. "And Brewster. Did you get to Fak?!

Ripley nodded. "Y eah, but he lost interest when the question of payment came up. He said held
consder it if wewanted to buy histime."

Wilks shrugged. "Not everyone has cause," he said. Too bad, though. He had run into Falk afew
times on the station. Tall and heavily muscled, he was one of those guys whaose loud voice and laugh
could be heard in the midst of every card game. Not ared socia adept, maybe, but he had the fed of
somebody who'd be good to have covering your assin afirefight.

They sat in Ripley'sroom, going over possible crew members. McQuade, Brewster, Dunston, and
Jones so far. Jon Jones was ayoung medic who seemed too seriousfor his age. Ripley had seemed tense
when Wilks had mentioned the black doctor, but had not objected. A medtech would be a necessity,
they both knew that.

Billie had stopped by earlier to say that Adcox wouldn't be going. She had seemed unhappy about
it and hadn't stayed to discuss the trip. Wilks guessed that she was at the 'casting room looking for Amy;
it had become an obsession of hers, looking for Amy. He understood why.

"What about Carvey? And Moto, she's had experience—"

Wilksreturned his attention to the screen. A light flashed in the upper corner, accompanied by a
muted tone, Sgnding acall.

Ripley tapped thereceiver. It was Billie.

"Ripley, Wilks," she said, her voice srained, "tunein military channd, ten-vee, quick!" She
discommed before either of them had a chanceto reply.

Ripley hit the controls that would switch them to vid.

The image on the screen was confused, jumbled; Wilks recognized theinsde of an armored
personnd carrier. A pair of legsfrom the knees down ran by, then another set; apparently, the camera
was on the floor. There were shouts and gunfire in the background. A man's voice, near hysteria, caled
out ordersthat were bardly audible above the din.

"Broillet, Reiter, fal back! Hornoff, Anders, Sites, respond! Respond! Fuck! Therésno—" the
voice was cut off.



Wilks started. Hornoff was one of the men listed in the psych files....

There was nothing on the screen now except a dim shot of astorage compartment. The picture
jerked dightly, asif the APC were being hit. Occasional bursts of gunfire could be heard in the distance,
but no more voices.

"What—?" Ripley glanced at Wilks and looked back to the picture. Her expression was part dread
and part anger; she knew what she was watching, if not the circumstances.

"Earth misson,” said Wilkstightly. His knuckles were white. Bako had said there was going to be
another.

"Old'cast?’

"] don't think so. | was going to look up Hornoff tomorrow.” He watched redlization flood Ripley's
face. She chewed at her lower lip. There was no reason for thisto be on, unless—

"Somebody fucked up,” he said.

Suddenly there came an dien's hoarse shriek, loud enough that it had to be insde the APC. There
was no sound of awegpon to answer itscry.

A thick, spidery shape moved across the screen, too close to see clearly—but Wilks knew.
Ripley groaned. "Oh, shit."

The screen cut to static, then black. Neither of them said anything for amoment, just watched the
darkness. A mechanical, unisex voice chimed on, informing them that there were technical difficulties.

"It wasamigtake," said Wilks. The'cast had played for less than two minutes, if Billie had caught
the beginning; the voice meant that it had been pulled on purpose. Ten-vee was a consigtently boring
channel dedicated to pro-military information programs, propaganda. He could dmost see some vidtech
private sweating in hisboots right now. A colossa fuck-up. The wrong tape switched to at the wrong
time; everyone on Gateway tuned in would have seenit.

A harried-looking man stepped on to the screen and faced the camera. His brow and upper lip
were dotted with swest. Hisface and hair looked military, but he was dressed in arumpled coverall.

"It'sweasd time," said Wilks softly.
"You'reon," avoice stage-whispered offscreen. Live, of course.

"We, uh, gpologize for theinterruption in regular programming,” he said. "Dueto an error in our
video room, atransmission of the ... Earth misson from five weeks ago was ... put on." The PR man
fumbled hisway through arationdization, obvioudy unprepared.

"What bullshit,” Wilks said. "No way that was ever supposed to seeair.”

"We now return to, ah, the program. Ten-vee will issue aformd statement at alater time." The
screen cut to aspace walk, some minor fix-it operation on the station. Ripley hit the command, blacking
the picture. She turned to Wilks, her face pale and numb.

"Won't people know?"
Wilks shook his head. "Maybe friends of the dead soldiers. But who will they talk to before



command getsto them?' Heredized his handswere dill in fists and | et them relax, taking a deep bresth.
"This was supposed to be a secret, and they're going to step on it hard. Believethat.”

Ripley looked a him. "What do you think thisis going to do to our misson?"

Wilks returned her look, frowning. What would it do? The military couldn't keep people from
talking ... it could swing the transport problem either way.

"l don't know," he said. "I guessweéll find out soon enough.”

Billie was getting ready for bed when her ‘com chinged. She dmost ignored it; whoever it was
would try back at another time. She was exhausted and it was very late—she had gone back to the
‘cagting room after meeting with Wilks and Ripley and watched for Amy for another few hours.

All three of them had agreed it was an accident; someone had their assin ading by now for that
little technical error. She had caught the beginning of the transmission and had called the others within ten
seconds; they hadn't really missed anything, except the camera hitting the floor.

Billie Sghed and stretched. There had been no sign of Amy, and now someonewas cadling in the
middle of the night.

Shehit receive. "Yes?'

"Billie? Thisis Char Adcox. | didn't wake you, did I?1'm sorry to be cdling so late—"
Billiefelt her desgpinessdip away. "No, | was up. What's going on”?"

"Did you see the ten-vee fubar this afternoon?"

"Yeeh, | sawit."

Adcox sounded exhausted, too. "I've been thinking about what | saw. It brought back alot of
history—I'm sureit did for others—" She stopped, then laughed weakly at hersef. "I'm sorry, I'm kind of
amess.”

'Y ou don't have to gpologize, Char, it'sfine.”

There was apause at the other end so long that Billie was about to speak again, when she heard
the lieutenant take a deep breath. "'l want to go with you," she said. Any trace of hesitation was gone. "If
you still want me dong, that is. —need to go.”

Thiswasthe voice of the woman she had seen on the tape of the psych files, strong and unafraid.
"Good. Welcome aboard.”

They made arrangementsfor the next day and discommed.

Billielay down to try to deep. Sheingtinctively liked and trusted Char Adcox, and was happy the
woman would be coming aong. And having one of the linear dreamers on board wouldn't hurt.

Billie drifted off to a deep deep. If the queen mother haunted her dreams, the next morning brought
no memory of it.



Ripley opened her door and found Falk standing there, hisface solemn. He had one hand raised to
knock and dropped it; the big man looked asif he had dept badly. He smelled of stale alcohol and sour
swedt.

"Falk," shesad, "what atreat | wasjust on my way to breskfast.”

She saw that the sarcasm in her voice didn't escape him. He reddened dightly. "Yeah. Well, |
wanted to talk to you for aminute, I—about the trip. | want to go.”

Ripley stepped back, surprised. Falk obvioudy took it as an invitation; he walked over to the desk
and leaned againgt it. He kept his gaze on the floor.

She looked him up and down. He had been sitting when she had met him the day before and she
hadn't realized how huge the man was. At least 195 centimeters and 100 kilos, barrel-chested and
long-legged. Hisreceding hair wasworn long in ablond ponytail, his mustache was dightly darker.
Embarrassment didn't rest well on his hard face, and he looked asif it were an unfamiliar emotion; one
corner of his mouth twitched, and his heavy brows were drawn together.

"We arent offering money," shesad findly.

Hisexpresson didn't change. "Y eah, that'sfine. Y ou still need help, don't you? I'm sorry | was such
an asshole. | want to go."

Ripley frowned. Thiswasn't the man she had met yesterday, the loud, wise-cracking, up-yours
pirate. He had admitted to having the dreams easily enough but trested them lightly. He said hiswoman
had inssted on the psych visits and he had called them awaste of time.

"Why?" she sid.

Fak sighed and looked up, but not a Ripley. "The military channdl," he said, focusing his atention
onthe celling. "Y ou heard about their little fuck-up yesterday ?'

"| sawv it

"l wasin the middle of acard game a abar when it played. | dmost had to besat the shit out of the
'‘tender to turn it up—" He seemed out of breath and paused for afew seconds.

Ripley waited.

"Mariawas one of those soldiers,” he said. " She told me that she would be gone awhile, said it was
gtandard drill shit. Shetold me not to worry."

Falk finaly looked at Ripley. She saw that his eyeswere bloodshot and rimmed in red. "Last night
some asshole dressed in a captain's uniform told me that there had been an 'unfortunate accident’ on her
ship and that it'd be agood idea for meto keep quiet about it. The bastard stood there and lied to me; |
heard her name on that 'cast, | heard somebody yelling it—"

Falk stopped and took a shuddery breath. All of Ripley's earlier didike for the man evaporated. He
was obvioudy in great pain.



"I'm sorry,” shesaid, "l wish there was something | could do...."

"l want to go," said Falk. "I want to kill them." He didn't sound angry or desperate; his voice was
cam and matter-of-fact, asif he were discussing the weather. "1 loved her."

"We're meeting at 0800 tomorrow in the dojo on C," she said.

He straightened up at that and nodded, his expression unreadable. Ripley understood what it was
like to lose someone close and knew there was nothing she could do to makeit easier for him.

"Thanks," he said, walking to the door. "I'll be there."
She had no doubts about that.

Wilks watched Genera Peters scan the printout sheet of the psych files Ledie had pulled. To avoid
problems with confidentidity and computer rascaing, she had only included the names of the dreamers
they had spoken to, along with statements from Billie and Ripley; twelvein dl. Ten of them had agreed to

go.

"And you say that thisdream isthe samein dl of these cases, Sergeant?' The generd spoke
without looking up.

"Yes, gr." Wilks stood in his office at ease, hands behind his back. It was one of the more pdatia
rooms on Gateway, well-lit and comfortably warm. Pastel paintings were hung on thewals and the
stuffed chairs were ahigh-qudity synthetic leather. Peters had not asked him to Sit.

The generd had not gotten asfar as he had through imaginative thinking. His stoic expression and
hard eyes said as much—standard military right down the line. The man was dso quite fat, hadn't seen
much hands-on combeat lately. Wilks had served under such men before, assholes too closed-minded and
by-the-numbersto believe in anything outside their own experience. He was wasting his fucking time
here, but Ripley wanted to give it ashot. Fine....

"Well, thisisvery interesting,” Peters said, looking up, "but I'm afraid thereésredly noway | can
authorize such atrip on just this. Well haveto look into it further.” Histonewas dismissive.

Wilks said, "Is there somebody else | can speak to about this, Sir?”
"Excuse me?'

Wilks shrugged. Hewas till amarine, sort of. They hadn't been ableto pull dl hisrecords, so his
gatus was pretty much in limbo until they did.

That gave him alittle leeway when talking to officers. He sad, "Well, sr, thereare civiliansin the
governing board. They might beinterested in this."

Peterslooked at Wilkswith his piggy eyes. "Areyou trying to be smart, Sergeant?"
"No, ar." Not with this clown. Say something smart and it would sail right past.

"Yes, thereare civiliansin power here, but when it comesto military missonsusing my hardware, |
am God."

Wilks said nothing, waiting.



"I've read your record, Sergeant, and you've got along history of being atroublemaker. | don't
need any more trouble than I've got." Peters set the proposal aside and motioned toward the door.

Wilks could see that there was no chance. If he thought kissing ass here would work, well, fuck,
he'd done worse, but he knew it was awaste of time. Had known it al aong, but at least held held his
temper in check. There was atime when he would have popped fatso here right in the mouth and smiled
ashewaited for the MPsto come get him.

"Thank you for your time, Sr."

The generd grunted but didn't look up from his desk, where he was aready |ooking through other
papers.

The temptation to dam the door on the way out was one that Wilks was only barely ableto resist.

Billie met Wilks at the Four Salls. He sat at histable staring at hisdrink, his scarred face tense.

"Ripley 'commed, said sheld be afew minuteslate,”" said Billie, and sat down. "How'd it go with the
generd?’

"About like | expected. Head was jammed too far up hisass for him to begin to hear me." He
gpped at hisdrink. "Fucking officers.

Billiefdt her somach clutch at itself. This had become important to her. How could she get to
Amy, how could she still hope that the child would be dive?

"What's the matter with you two?' Ripley said. She did into the booth and sat across from them.
"Arewe ready for our meeting tomorrow?"'

Wilkssaid, "Yesh, if we can fly without aship. The generd thinkswe're crazy. No surprise.”
Billies heart felt heavy. "It lookslike the gameisover,” she said. "Unlessyou want to steal aship.”
Ripley grinned. "1 thought you'd never ask," she said.

Wilksreturned the grin. "I knew it. | fucking knew it."

"You didn't redly think somefat old generd was going to give usaship, did you? That wasalong
shot at best."

Wilks nodded. "Gonnamake uscriminasagain.”

"Wdll, sure, it would've been nice, but we don't dways get what we want, do we? Timeto go to
plan B," Ripley said. "Which wasredly plan A dl dong: We swipewhat we need.”

"Makes senseto me," Wilkssaid. Heraised hisglassin sdute. "Here'sto crime.”

Billie smiled and nodded. Well. It wasn't asif they'd never doneit before. Chrigt, they were getting
to be old hands at stealing ships. The one from Earth to Spearss military base, the one from thereto
here, the escape pod. It did make sense. What the hell.

Whét the hell.



Wilks|ooked over the group they had assembled and nodded. Everyone here had field experience,
with the exceptions of Jones, the medic, and Dunston—although he taught hand-to-hand combat in the
dojo wherethey dl now stood or sat in smal groups, talking. And Dunston looked asif he knew how to
handle himsdlf.

Brewster, Carvey, Moto, Adcox, and Captain McQuade were all marines and had fought on Earth
a the beginning of the infestation.

AnaM oto was athin, sad-looking woman with long features and a bright laugh. She was dso the
only surviving member of aspecia task force assigned to spot aien nests on Earth before things had
gotten bad. Shelaughed a something Adcox said to her and Billie; the three young women stood
together in one corner of the room.

Everyone had arrived early, with the exception of Falk, who walked into the dojo exactly on time.
Ripley hadn't mentioned why he had changed hismind, just that he would be coming after al.

Wilkswatched Falk nod a Ripley when he entered, and noted that the big man looked exhausted.
He suspected that Falk had decided to go after watching the military 'cast, and figured that he had known
one of the soldiers. Just ahunch. Falk sat apart from the othersin one of the plastic chairs and Stared at
the scuffed foam floor. He looked likeaman in pain.

Ledieamiled a him from across the room, where she wastalking to Ripley and MariaTully, a
friend of hers. Tully was skilled with computers and had lost family on Earth; she would be the eectronics
tech.

Wilks had mixed emotions about Ledie. On the one hand, he wouldn't have minded having her
aong, for persond reasons. On the other hand, his expectations of surviving the misson weren't al that
high. Ultimately he was glad she wasn't going; he didn't want anything to happen to her.

Wilks smiled back at her. After meeting with Billie and Ripley in the bar, he had goneto Ledi€s
quartersto discuss her part in their mission. Although she wouldn't be making the trip, her role would il
be amagor onein hel ping them get transport.

The room grew quiet as Ripley walked to the front to stand next to him. Billieleft her group tojoin
them, athough they had both agreed to let Ripley run the session; she was anatura leader, and it was her
ideaanyhow. Wilkswas glad somebody esewasin charge for achange. Made things easier on him.

"Well," she began, "you al know why you're here. I'm Ellen Ripley, thisisWilks and Billie. Each of
you has had certain useful experience, which iswhy you among the dreamers have been chosen. You
have felt the dlien presence, the queen—and it'stime we did something about it.”

Ripley had everyonesfull atention; Wilks hoped that they'd il be listening after they heard the
bad news.

"Before we work on the specifics of our mission, we need to let you know some of the obstacles
werrelooking at here. Wilks?'

He cleared histhroat. "Y eah. | talked to Generd Peters yesterday, and he refused our request for



transport.” He paused. "Actualy, the man thinks we're bugfuck.”

Captain McQuade brokein. "Petersis an asshole," he said. The two marineswith him nodded. “I'm
surprised you bothered—the man's so full of shit hefartsinstead of burping.”

Severd people laughed.

Wilks grinned. "Y eah, well, bethat asit may, we don't have the officid green light. We cantry
again, but | think the genera isawagte of time."

Ripley took over. "Which iswhy we've decided to borrow aship,” she said, "and that makesthisan
entirely different game. | want you dl to understand what you're agreeing to before you make afina
decison. If we get caught, werrein deep. If wefail, coming back here means consequences— maybe
even if we succeed.”

She met the eyes of each person as she spoke. "We didn't tell Peters where we were headed
gpecifically, so we probably won't be chased if we get clear—but stealing atransport wasn't part of the
plan when you agreed to go, and if you want to walk, now'sthetime. Well understand.”

There was a pause.

"Fuck it," said Fak from the back of the room in ahoarse voice. "Not doing anything would be
worse."

There were saverd murmured affirmations from the group.

Wilks looked around the dojo and saw the same kind of determined look on everyone'sface. No
one moved.

After amoment, Ripley went on. "Good. Thanks. We want to leave herein afew days, and theré's
alot to do to get ready. We're looking at ships now, and Ledie'—Ripley nodded at the hacker—"is
getting us aread on the security system we're dedling with. Weve got alist of shit that needsto be
thought out, supplies and weapons to begin with, and we need to work out details of taking the ship...."

AsRipley continued, Wilks watched the expressions of the people they would be working with.
Severa of them threw out suggestions as the discussion continued, and al of them looked as though they
had been bestowed a specid privilegein being included on thistrip—thistrip that could cost them their
livesand probably would. Y eah, they were agood crew.

Not too bright, maybe, but he didn't have any room to talk.

Billie checked the supply list for the third time, cross-referenced with what was stocked on the
Kurtz. Themilitary freighter had been chosen for itslarge hold, designed to haul toxic liquid byproducts.
The containment area could hold up to 10,000 cubic liters of radioactive dudge, was airtight, had
interleaved durasted-and-lead walls haf a meter thick, with hatchesto match. Anyway, the hold was
more than big enough to carry aqueen dien. And to keep her from wandering around the ship, too. If
they could catch her, if they could get her on board, if they could stedl the ship in thefirst place....

Billie rubbed her eyes and looked around her room. It was late; she knew she should get some
deep. In the morning they would meet back in the dojo to run down the details of taking the ship.
Security looked to be minima, but there was some, and they didn't want to get caught.



She and Doc Jones had been put in charge of provisons, athough thelist Ledie had rascaled
seemed pretty complete. The Kurtz was built to quarter twenty people comfortably; it carried an APC
and the food dispensers were stocked with pastes and concentrates that would be good for another ten
years. "Good" being arelative term; they would taste like shit, but they would be edible. The ship was
currently fueled and ready to go. All the comforts of home. More than she had here, actudly.

In spite of her exhaustion, Billiefelt too wired to deep. Her thoughts were ajumbled mess of
memories and hopes, dl that she had been through and the people she had known. As awful asthe
dreams that she had experienced at the hospital on Earth had been, they were even worse these days.
Wilks. Mitch. Now Ripley. And, of course, Amy.

It seemed to Billie she had been running and fighting her whole life. She wasin a place where she
didn't haveto do that anymore; she could probably live out her life here on this station and maybe die of
old age. But that thought didn't play. There were people down on Earth being eaten aive and that wasn't
right. Especidly since one of those at risk was Amy.

So, maybe she could go and do this thing and somehow survive, and maybe that would be the end
of it.

Amy. The Kurtz probably wouldn't be equipped to receive Earth 'casts at the distance they would
travel, so there would be no way to know if Amy and her family were dill dive. Thelast transmisson had
been only afew days before, but there was no way to know if it had been on tape or live; Billie wanted
to believe it was recent She could fed that Amy was down there, perhaps praying for away out.

Ripley's plan would be the answer.

Billie scanned back to the top of thelist, yawned. She knew that there was nothing missing, but
wanted to check once more. After dl, there would be no second chance—when they got on board, there
was no turning back. Hell. It was aready too late to turn back.

Ripley sa on thefloor of the dimly lit dojo, aone. It was early morning. The crew wouldn't arrive
for another haf hour and then there would be no timeto think.

She knew that they had planned the mission as thoroughly as possible, that they were asready as
they would be. They could probably spend another day or two working out details, but one could aways
wait; it wastimeto act. Too much planning raised too many doubts. Y ou did what you could.

Sheran down thelist of crew members mentally: hersdlf, Billie, and Wilks. Adcox and the other
marines. Falk. Dungton. Tully, Ledie's hacker friend. And Jones...

They were agood group. Thetria run had been successful; of course, it would be different in real
time, but the crew seemed committed and confident enough to get past any trouble. The only part that
worried her was getting past the guard ships—but they were watching for incoming transport mostly, had
been posted to ward off a possibly infected ship or one manned by somebody dangerous, like the mad
Genera Spearswho had brought Billie and Wilks along as sowaways.

It should work. Ripley hoped it would be as easy asit looked, but she knew from experience that
thingsrarely were as easy asthey |ooked.

She had concentrated so completely on getting the thing together that there hadn't been timeto
relax. Not that there had ever been time for that once sheld run into the aliens. For her, it hadn't been that



long. In redltime, it had been the better part of acentury. Now the fucking things owned Earth, and
humankind was athird-classloca power.

Her hatred for the creatures was as much apart of her as her hair color or height. It affected
everything she did, was theforce behind al she had gone through to get where she was. She smiled
wryly. Where was she? Sitting in the dark preparing to lead agroup of fightersto stedl aship, fly across
the galaxy, capture the queen of queens. And, eventudly, use their captiveto lure and kill every one of
the goddamned diens.

Ripley sighed. The choices she had made were smple ones, of basic morality, right and wrong. But
now it had gone beyond just her. This could cost lives, could mean the end of her own. She usudly knew
better than to try and take responsbility for the people around her, but thisfelt different.

Shit, it always fdt different.

It helped to know one thing—she didn't want to die, but if it meant taking that queen bitch out, or
taking the bitch's spawn, she would. That choice had been made after the Nostromo, and it had become
everything to her. Thethings had cost her too much. Her crew. Her family. Her whole life. She had
nothing eseleft.

Ripley closed her eyes and waited for the others.

Dungton and Tully walked down the corridor toward the entry of dock D6, loudly discussing
gtation politics. When they turned the corner to the dock, they would bein aposition to see any guard
who might be present

Dungton signaed to Ripley, Wilks, and Falk, who were following. No guard.

Wilkswas close enough to see Tully pull asmall keyboard from her pack and plug it into apanel
st inthewall. She crouched down and quickly began to punch in codes.

"I don't know. | mean, it'sonething to say you're going to upgrade the conditions, but they've been
saying that sincel got here...."

Wilks and the others continued dowly toward the door while Tully checked for monitors.
Dunston droned on about the qudity of the food served in the dining hdls.

According to the deck layout in the computer, there wouldn't be any guard at this point. Ripley had
ingsted on adouble check.

Tully looked up, grinning. "Clear," she said quietly.

Wilksfdt himsdf loosen dightly. It was crucia to go unnoticed for aslong as possiblein order to
get past the guard ships. Once an darm was sounded, their chancesfell damn fast.

The Kurtz was docked outside D6; to get to it they needed to open three doors—this one, the
entry to the air lock, and the ship itsdlf. All were computer-coded, and the complexity of the entry



systems usudly meant no human guards, amgor selling point for their choice of transport.

They would get into the loading room and cal in the rest of the crew; Captain McQuade's
voice-print would be the key to the Kurtz. A licensed military pilot and the proper codeswere dl they
needed to get on board. The codes Ledie and Tully had rascaled up with little trouble.

Maybetoollittle...

While Tully set up her portable, Wilks moved to the nearest ‘com to raise Billie and the others.
They werewaiting in Brewster's quarters. The marines had taken dl of the carbines and grenades from
the armory they could carry, signing them out with General Peters's personal access code. Wilks had
laughed when Ledie had suggested using the generd's code.

Looked like Peters had hel ped out after al.

Wilks walked quickly down D-corridor to apublic 'com and tapped in Brewster's number.
"Yesh?'

"Hey, Brewster, it'sWilks. Why don't you pop on over and have adrink?'

"Sounds greet. Meet you at the bar.”

Wilks discommed and walked back down the empty hall. So far, so good. Billie and the marines
would be therein two minutes or less, barring complications, and then they would be on their way—

"Hey," cameavoicefrom behind him.

Wilks stopped and turned around. A burly young man in a security uniform gpproached him dowly,
face grim. His hand rested lightly on the butt of his stunner.

"Where do you think you're gaing?'

Brewster nodded at the other marines and they stood, picking up assorted wrapped bundles.
Weagpons, anmo, various tools. No one spoke. Billie went to help Jones with his equipment, afew bags
of med suppliesand asmall diagnostic unit. He smiled at her, teeth bright against his chocolate-colored
in.

"Guesswe're about to be outlaws," he said. He looked nervous.

Billiereturned hissmile. "Y ou get used to it after awhile," she said. "Besdes, you dready are an
outlaw. Conspiracy."

Adcox went first, as scout. She carried nothing, and would walk ahalf aminute ahead of the
others.

Brewster and McQuade went next.

Billie counted slently to ten.

Carvey and Moto stepped out.

Findly, Billie and Jones walked to the door.



Billie's heart pounded and shefelt atiny trickle of sweat run between her breastsin spite of the cool
ar.

Amy, shethought They stepped out into the corridor.

Wilks smiled at the guard. "I'm trying to find abiolab, D2—isn't it down here?"

The guard seemed to relax dightly, but didn't smile back. "Wrong direction. The labs are back that
way," he said, pointing behind them, "and go |eft at thefirst tee”

Wilks shook hishead, till amiling. "Thanks."

The guard nodded and stepped past him, headed toward D6. Where the others would be waiting
for Wilks.

"Areyou sureit'snot to theright?' said Wilks loudly, when he had gotten but afew paces away.
"Yeah, I'm sure. Now—"

"Because | went |eft before, | think, and | think it's right. | mean, headed back to the liftsisright,
right?' He spoke in what he hoped was a stupid but friendly tone. And he hoped the others would hear
him.

The guard turned and moved closer to Wilks, asif proximity would somehow make his answer
planer.

"Look. Go back. When you get to the teg, go left. Left. Gotit?"
"Left. Uh-huh. Got it."

The guard shook hishead. And distracted by Wilkss stupidity, just as Wilks had hoped he'd be, he
walked away from D6.

Which was good, since otherwise Wilks would've had to take him out.

Wilks let out a breath and waited for afew seconds before heading back. They were grouped in
front of the door, all except for Falk; the large man stepped out from behind aturn farther down the hal,
obvioudy prepared to ded with any interruptions. They had heard him working the guard.

Tully had her finger on the entry button and was waiting for the go.
Ripley arched an eyebrow at Wilks.

"Let'sdoit," hesaid.

But before Tully could move, the door did open.

A maninaworker's coveral stood there, holding what looked like aweapon.

Billie and Jones waked down the hal side by side, not speaking. They cameto thefirgt turn, and
Billie caught aglimpse of Moto and Carvey asthey turned the corner ahead. Sherelaxed dightly.
Everything seemed to be working as planned, so far. She wondered how Ripley's team was doing.



Dunston stepped forward asiif to greet the surprised worker. The mechanica device apparently
wasn't awegpon; the man dropped it and raised clenched hands, mouth set. He was surprised, but
obvioudy combative. They weren't supposed to be here and he knew it.

Dunston reached out, holding his hands so the backs of hiswrists faced the worker. Ripley saw the
man blink, confused—

Themartid artsteacher moved forward quickly on hisright foot, dmost crouching. Heflicked his
fingersat theman'seyes.

The worker raised hisarmsto cover hisface, and—
Dungton dropped flat onto the deck, did something fast with hislegs—
The worker squawked once, fell, hit the deck, hard.

Wilks dropped and clapped a hand over the man's mouth, but the guy wasn't moving. Apparently
held hit hishead and was out cold.

It al happened in the space of afew breaths.
"Nicemove," Wilkssad.

"No onedseinsde now," Dunston said. "But hurry. Somebody's coming.”

Billie and the doctor were amost to the dock when they heard footsteps running toward them.

Billiefroze, laying her free hand on the doctor's arm. He stopped and looked at her, his own dark
features amask of anxiety. She felt as though time had dowed to acrawl, but excuses ran through her
head at lightning speed. We're on our way to a medical emergency, I'm assisting, he's a doctor, we're
teaching a class—

Adcox appeared in front of them, out of breath. Billie and Jones let out shuddery sighsin unison,
but the lieutenant's expression was frantic. She grabbed one of their bags.

Trouble," she said, and turned back toward the dock.

Billiefdl in beside Char and Jones a ajog. Adcox hadn't wasted any more air by telling them what
had happened, and Billie didn't ask; they would find out soon enough.

Wilks dragged the worker inside before turning to Dunston. "Who's coming?' he said.
"Another worker."

"How—7" Wilks started to ask Dunston how he could possibly know, if he'd had some
extrasensory flash or something, when he saw the evidence himsdlf.

There was atable in one corner of the large room where the downed man had evidently been about
to Sit for breakfast. Except that there were two trays set out, two chairs, and two steaming cups of dark



liquid.
"Pretty mysticd," said Dunston. "Ancient secret of the Orient, multiple-coffee awvareness.”
Adcox arrived, trailed by Billie and Jones.
Wilksturned to her. "Get everyone in here, now. We're expecting company.”

Tully was dready working on the air lock; Falk had stepped back into the corridor to help the
others bring in the equipment.

Wilkslooked at Ripley and saw the same question on her face that he felt on his own: How much
time?

* % %

Billieran into the workroom, Falk shut the door behind her, and Carvey crouched to the floor with
awelder. light too bright to look at flashed. Carvey quickly melted part of the heavy plastic door to the
frame and then stepped back.

Moto unpacked one of the carbines and pointed it at the now-jammed entry.
Tully tapped in codes & the air lock.

"Comeon," sad Ripley, jaw tight.

"Okay, okay ..." said Tully, dmost to hersdlf. "And—got it!"

Theair lock door did open. Tully unplugged her portable and ran the few stepsto the hatch of the
Kurtz. She hooked the portable to the new hatch.

McQuade stepped in after her. The others stood tensed, ready to rush in—

Behind them, the door mechanism to the D6 entry buzzed. It buzzed again, longer thistime, the
sound edged with a high-pitched mechanica whine. It could have only been a second or two, but it
seemed alot longer. Then someone pounded at the door.

"Diedler!" cdled afemde voice, muffled through the thick plastic. "Hey, open up!”

The man on the floor groaned dightly and rolled his head to one sde. Diestler, apparently.
Moto pointed her weapon at him, but he didn't move again.

Ripley turned to look at Wilks, but he was dready headed to the entryway.

The pounding continued. "Y ou asshole! This shit's getting cold, open up!™

Wilks punched the entry button. The mechanism whined again, but the door remained closed.
"Hold on!" shouted Wilks. "Door's stuck!"

There was a pause. Ripley gritted her teeth and hoped that Wilks sounded at least remotely like the
unconscious worker.

"Wll, no shit," said the woman on the other side. "Come on, wonder-tech, fix the goddamn thing,
my breskfast isdying out here."



Ripley could see the crew membersrelax alittle. Wilks had just bought them alittletime.

Tully stopped typing and motioned for McQuade to step forward. A quiet computerized voice
came from the monitor at face leve.

"Command pilot please enter voca access code now."
"McQuade, Eric D., captain. A-seven-zero-five-oh-B," he said.
"Thank you."

Tully input the final code, agrin spreading across her face. With atriumphant flourish, she pressed
"enter.”

Ripley grinned. Almost there—
Nothing happened.

"Invalid code. Access denied. Please enter new code now."

Wilks picked up the tool that Diestler had dropped and stared at it. It was some kind of computer
hookup, an oblong box with several conductors and prongs on one side.

The woman caled impatiently from the other side. "Come on, Diedtler, or I'm going to St on the
fucking floor and eat it al—yours, too. Don't tell me you did thisdoor al by yoursdlf while | was gone.”

Wilks looked at the box in his hands and stopped. Of course, of course!

"Diedtler? Say something.” The woman sounded suspicious now. "What are you doing, anyway?
Y ou begting off in there or something?'

"Just asec,” sad Wilks. "I'm trying the code on thisone." It would have to hold her. He turned and
ran, as quietly as he could, back to the air lock.

"l don't have any new coded” said Tully. "Thisisit! They must have changed them since
yesterday!"

The crew stood around her, tense.
"Can we blow the door?" said Jones.

"Not without darms," said Falk. The big man looked angry. "And that wouldn't do us much good,
to have abig fucking hole in our escape ship.”

Billiefdt despair riseingde her. To be stopped by afucking door—

Wilks shoved past her and handed abox to Tully. "Plug thisin,” he said. "Quick!"
She grabbed it and jammed the conductor into the opening of her portable.
Ripley looked at Wilks. "What—"



"New access codes, got to be. The generd is more paranoid than we thought.”
The hatch of the Kurtz popped open.

* % %

McQuade and Ripley strapped themselvesin at the console while the others moved around behind
them, preparing for flight. Wilks stood next to the two pilots. With any luck, the female tech hadn't
derted anyoneyet. If she had, they would be thoroughly fucked.

As McQuade punched the disengage controls, avoice crackled out over the intercom.

"Ah, Kurtz pilot, identify yoursdlf, please.”

"Thisis Captain Eric McQuade. And who isthis?' He spoke gruffly, impatiently.

"Sir. ThisisLieutenant Dunn, gir, of the Kirk-land. Please sate purpose and authorization. Sir."

"Operation Arrowhead,” said McQuade. He sounded bored. " Access P-two-one-four-oh-two."
Genera Peters's code.

There was a pause. " Sir? We have no missions scheduled from this sector.” Dunn sounded very
young and very nervous. "Could you please wait while | raise the generd—sair?"

"Jesus Chrigt! Peters schedules another bug-hunt without telling some dumbshit lieutenant and now
we have to wait until you drag him out of bed to okay it again? Think, son! Why would we want to go
on thistrip? For fun?" McQuade paused. "Fine. Go ahead. But you better hope the generd isin agood
mood. Lieutenant.”

There was another pause, and Dunn spoke again, obvioudy cowed. "I'm sorry, sir. Um. Go ahead,
access cleared and verified. Good luck, gr."

Wilks and Ripley grinned at one another and Wilks dapped M cQuade on the back. From behind
them, Wilks could hear the others laughing. He walked back to strap himsdlf in, feeling vaguely sorry for
Lieutenant Dunn; by the time he got hold of the generd for verification, they'd be way out of range. And
there would be hell to pay for it. Too bad.

Billie smiled at him when he sat down. " Score one for the good guys,” she said.
He adjusted his seat before he answered. "That was the easy part.”

She nodded, and her amile faltered dightly. Wilksleaned his head against the back of his chair and
let out a deep breath.

They wereinit dl the way now.

10

Ripley wasthe last one awake on the Kurtz. She double-checked the course setting in the dimly lit
room, shivering dightly from the cold. She wore only atank top and underwear, fine for the deep
chamber but little protection from the frigid stillness of the ship; the air warmers and recyclers had aready



been dialed down to minimum. The system would kick back on a couple of hours before they woke
up—or before she woke up. She had reset the controls on her chamber to rouse her an hour before the
others. No good reason, redlly, just ingtinct. The last of the preparations made, she turned away from the
computer and padded barefoot to her chamber. All around her, the crew membersrested, aready in
their own dreamworlds. Ripley hoped they dept well; so far, the men and women of the Kurtz had done
okay, and shewas glad to have their help.

Shelooked around the room afinal time before climbing into her own deegp-box, and wondered if
shewould dream during the deep that was S0 like a shadow of desth....

Ripley shivered again as she triggered the mechanism, but not so much from the cold as before.

Wilks had been here before, he was sure of it. He was standing in adark place, the air around him
divewith fear and tenson.

"—they'redl around us" Someone yedled behind him. Familiar, like the rest of it. A warning horn
screamed somewhere ahead of him in the hot, wet darkness. Huge coils of glistening black covered the
wadlsdl around him.

"No," he said softly.

It couldn't be. He, they were on Rim. Where the dliens had killed his unit, where he was going to
die—

" Shut the fuck up!" Wilksyelled out. He knew what had to be done. HE'd doneit before. "Maintain
your field of fire, were gonnabe fine!™

Eight of the squad were dead; as a corporal, he was ranking noncom, he had to stay in control—
He heard shotsin the dlien den; the sound of a caseless carbine pounded his ears.
A littlegirl dungto hisarm, crying. Billie.

"Easy, honey," he said. As he picked her up she turned her tear-streaked face up to look a him
while al around the creatures screamed and weapons screamed back at them. "We're gonna befine.
We're going back to the ship, everything is gonna be okay."

Hewastrying to run but hislegs had been dipped in plastecrete. Everything was happening too fast
and he couldn't move. He shouted more orders, unable to see who he called out to. Who was | eft?

"Shoot for targets, triplets only! We don't have enough ammo to waste on full auto suppressive
fird"

There was a seded door ahead. They would haveto cut their way out, fast. The reactor was
approaching meltdown and aswarm of the killing things was right behind—

Billie screamed when hetried to put her down. God, she was so smdll, so helpless! "I gotta open
the door,” he said.

Someone stepped out of the darkness to hold her. He turned, grateful, and—

"Ledie?' Shewas dressed in camo, a carbine dung over one shoulder.



"Got her," shesaid. She amiled easlly.
Wrong, this part was wrong—

No timeto think. He pulled a plasma cutter from his belt, triggered it. The stacked carbon lock
melted and ran like water as he waved the cutter back and forth.

The door did up.

He knew what was coming, knew that the queen would be there, waiting to take him. He had
dreamed it before....

But—no.

He stepped forward into a black, empty corridor and the sounds behind him fell away. It was dead
Qui€t.

Billie stood there. Not the little girl she had been only aminute before. She was grown, awoman,
wearing an untabbed soldier's uniform. He could see one of her small breasts exposed, glistening with
sweat. She walked toward him, her face calm and beautiful.

"David," shewhispered, and pressed up against him.
Hislower bdly tingled, penis suddenly hard and straining.

Hefdt dizzy. No, thiswaswrong. But hewent with it. "Billie" he said, "we haveto get out of here,
therésno time—"

She silenced his mouth with hers, traced hislipswith her soft tongue. He closed hiseyes as she
moved her hands over his chest and downward, circling....

As he gave himsdlf over to the pleasure, the noise behind them suddenly washed back over him.
Alarms and gunfire and screams—

Hejerked himself away from Billie and grabbed at his belt, opening his eyes. Quickly, aweapon,
something—!

Hewas done, unarmed. He spun around in acircle, looking for Billie, looking for anybody—
He heard the dliens getting closer, but couldn't see anything.

A computer-chip voice informed him that meltdown would occur in five seconds.

"No!" hecried out, fell to hisknees. "No, no, no—"

"Three seconds. Two. One. Metdown—"

Theworld turned white.

Billieand Ripley waked sde by sde down adark, debris-littered tunnel on Earth. It was neither
warm nor cold; the air was till and silent. Billie turned to look at Ripley severa times, but the older
woman kept her eyes straight ahead.

They werelooking for Amy. Billie guessed that they werein somekind of transportation shaft; she



wanted to ask Ripley, but couldn't find the words. She said nothing.

Billiefdt anxious, scared that they would miss Amy somehow. She was reassured that Ripley was
with her, knew that if anyone could find thelittle girl, it would be her. Besdes, it didn't matter who found
her, aslong as shewas okay....

They cameto afork in the tunnel, both of the corridors leading off into darkness. Without spesking,
Ripley started down the oneto the left. Billie wanted to go with her, but Amy could bein either one. She
walked into the other tunndl aone.

She kept up a steady pace for what seemed like hours, headed in astraight line. The only sounds
were her footsteps and breathing, echoing off into nothing. She knew she shouldn't be ableto see at all,
there being no lights, but for some reason she could make out each section of the tunnd for afew feetin
front of her. She walked on.

Suddenly, she heard a sound ahead of her. She stopped and listened. A child was crying, the lonely
wall carrying through the dark corridor and surrounding her. The acoustics were distorted; she couldn't
tell how far away shewas....

"Amy!" Shecaled out.
The crying continued.

Billie started to run, certain that it was her. "Hold on, Amy! I'm coming!" The sound of her voice
was strange and somehow flat in the echoey chamber.

Sheran for along time until she saw abend in the tunndl. She knew that Amy would be around the
corner, and cried out, happy. After dl thistime, finally—

"Amy!" She ran around the corner. Stopped, heart pounding. Dark despair fell onto her, ahard
rain, cold and awful.

Thetunnd forked again into five spokes. Far away she could hear Amy crying, and try as she might
she couldn't tell which tunnel it camefrom.

"Where are you?' She called out, but there was no answer except for the sobs of the logt little girl.

Billie sank to the floor, fedling more adone than she ever had in her life, cradling her head in her
arms. She began to cry hersdlf, feding aslost and scared as the unseen child.

From somewhere distant, she heard someone cal her name, but it wasn't Amy. She didn't havethe
strength to reply, and she didn't care. She would never find Amy, she knew that now.

She wept until she was awash in tears. There was no hope.

No hopeat al.

11

Ripley dipped her feet into apair of boots and yawned widely. She felt grainy and exhausted, hung
over from deep. She knew that it would eventualy wear off once she got moving, but that didn't stop her



from avague, wistful fedling as she looked around &t the dumbering crew members. There weretimes
when just staying adeep seemed infinitely better than getting up.

She sighed, stood, stretched her arms over her head, then bent to touch her toes. A
half-remembered line occurred to her as she flexed her arms—something about an early bird getting the
jump on others. Theair cyclers had kicked on as scheduled, alow mechanical hum in the quiet deep
area, but the room was il cold enough for her breath to show. It would be warmer by the time the
others got up—apparently early birds were hot-blooded creatures.

Her deep had been deegp and dreaml ess and she had awakened, though not refreshed, at least
ready to get on with things. Her genera plan to get the queen to Earth was okay, if perhaps not
atogether reasonable. The specificswere dill hazy. Like getting the goddamned thing onboard, for
one—the creature probably wasn't going to just hop into the hold if they asked politely: Excuse me,
bitch, would you step this way?

Wéll, onething at atime; they had three days before they reached the queen's planet, plenty of time
to come up with something.

Ripley had seen thelayout of the Kurtz onscreen back at Gateway, but maybe walking it would
trigger someidess.

Shewent out into the chilled corridor.

The Kurtz was atwo-function freighter, built not only for degpspace but also to enter a planet's
gravity and land. It was shaped like an old-style bullet with fins—flat on the bottom, with rudimentary
wings—and was aerodynamic, more or less. Sheld learned to fly in Smilar vessals, had gotten her ticket
asapilot inaship not too different from this one.

The upper level where she now stood was a series of rooms bisected by amain corridor that ran
the length of the vessdl. The command control room was forward and to her |eft. Acrossfrom her werea
series of doors running down the hal: crew's quarters.

o, let'stake alittle tour, shall we?
She began to walk to the rear of the ship.

Each room would have its own 'fresher, but the shower was communa to help regulate water
supply. It stood in between the last cubicle and a small workout room. Beyond the gym and aft wasthe
med center, which looked cold and sterile behind the clear plexiflex door. With any luck, they'd have no
need for thefacility....

She reached the corridor's end, then turned back toward the front. To her left now wasalarge
supply areawhere the marines had stored their equipment before hitting the deep chambers. Past thet,
the mess. Ripley's ssomach growled noisly at the thought of food. She stopped and looked in at the
bolted-down tables and chairs. It would also serve as a conference room. She reluctantly walked on,
deciding to wait and est with the others.

Adjacent to the eating area she was back where she garted, at the degp chambers. All indl, a
good enough ship. It was abit larger than they really needed, but that wasn't a handicap; besides, she
reminded hersdlf, thieves can't dways be choosy.

She shook her head. Shewasin trouble again, win or lose.

She walked into the command areaand past the twenty-plus seats for crew takeoffs and landings,



into the partitioned-off pilot's room. She stood for amoment and watched the console, its colored lights
blinking or glowing in the dim chamber. No problems, of course. An darm would have gone off. She
stepped away from the board and to one of the ship's five stairwells, to check out the lower deck.

Ripley walked through the computer room and the APC bay without really looking. Shefdlt her
heart speed up abit as she cameto astop in front of the double hatch to the cargo area. Thiswas what
she had wanted to see, the queen’'s new home. Shetook a deep breath of the frigid air and stepped
ingde.

It was a huge chamber, coated heavily with carbdip on every exposed surface except the work
lights; those were behind thick plates of kleersted. The acid-resistant gray coating of the carbdip made
the chamber seem like what she imagined agiant intestine might look like from theinsde. The coating
wasdry, but it had agreasy, dmost dimy shineto it There were two stairwells, leading to the deep
chambers and mess, respectively. Both sets of stairs ended at airtight and extra-thick pressure doors.
They would want to reinforce those before admitting their cargo, just to be sure. This place would safely
hold the most noxious biochemica and radioactive wastes men could produce. The engineerswho
designed the hold knew the vile cargo would normally be glass-crated solids or liquid in insulated barrels,
but in apinch, the doors could be sedled and the stuff pumped in through specid piping so the whole
chamber could be turned into something like a giant toxic aquarium.

The only sound in the room was her own breathing. She looked around the chamber and nodded
dowly: asuitable place for the bitch queen. Let her dull her teeth and claws on the impervious carbdip;
let her St like abug in ajar, wondering what her fate wasto be. Fuck her.

She had seen what she'd needed to, and the crew would be waking shortly. What sheredly
needed was something to eat and a hot shower. Sheld had no startling revelations, but perhaps one of the
others had dreamed something up—

She started back to the open stairsin the computer room. Maybe their closer proximity to the
planet would offer more detailed dreams, ideas that they could use. It was just athought—but then, their
mission wasn't exactly based on solid facts so far, she thought asthe thick treadplate steps rang hollowly
under her boots.

She grinned to hersdlf as she moved through the dowly warming rooms, back toward the deep
chambers. Maybe the queen would tell them how to trep her if they asked politely. It wouldn't be much
crazier than the rest of thistrip.

Wilks heard afew muttered groans from the other crew members asthey climbed from their deep
chambers and stretched, put on clothes, came back to life. He swiveled hishead and tried to relieve the
tightness deep between his shoulder blades. He'd had worse hangovers, but coming out of cold deep
awayseft him feding disoriented and spacey. Hed dreamed, athough he couldn't quite remember—

"Good morning, Wilks" Billie.

Shewalked over to stand by him, clenched and unclenched her fingers dowly. Shelooked pae.
"Youseen Ripley?'

Part of hisdream came back to him when he looked at her, more of afedling than apicture.
Something sexud about Billie. He turned away from her dightly, uncomfortable.

"No. I hope she's making coffee, though." He hoped he sounded more at ease than he fdlt.



She nodded and walked toward the showers.
Wilks tabbed his boots. Maybe he'd shower after breskfast.
He yawned. Then hefollowed severa of the others down the corridor and into the mess.

Ripley had indeed made coffee, in addition to putting out severd trays of food packets and utensils.
She sat at one of the long cafeteriatables, poking at her plate of steaming gray muck.

Wilks poured a cup of coffee and grabbed atray with afoil pouch labeled "stir-fry." He sat down
acrossfrom Ripley.

"Hey, Ripley. Youreup early."

She nodded and watched him pour the contents of his activated packet onto histray. It smelled like
stir-fry, but was the same mottled soypro-gray as Ripley's. He grimaced.

'Y ou'd think they'd invest in somefood coloring,” she said. "Seep okay?"
"Aswell as could be expected. It'sthe getting out of bed that'sabitch.”

She nodded again and went back to eating. Respectful of her silence, Wilksturned and focused his
attention on the other crew memberswho straggled in.

McQuade looked haggard and irritable, and Brewster started in on him.
"Buddha, Cap, you look like shit.”
Brewster turned to Carvey. "Y ou know, they say it'sharder for the old to travel likethis.”

McQuade fixed Brewster with acold stare. "Y eah, well, it would have helped if | could have dept
better. The sound of you virginsjacking off the whole time next to me kept me avake."

Carvey snickered.

Brewster tried to think of acomeback and came up short. He staled, said, "Aw, gee, sorry about
that, Cap, I—"

McQuade cut him off. Y eah, well, your mother's sorry, too. At least that's what she told me when
her mouth wasn't full in my quarters back on Gateway."

Even Brewdter laughed at this.

Wilks smiled. The corpord was outmatched.

Moto and Falk walked in together and picked up trays.

"What'sthis?' said Falk. He pointed a a plate of crumbly tan substance.

"Ah, the famed and much-loved military instant corn bread,” said Moto, putting apiece on her tray.
"You get usedtoit.”

"Like Brewster's mother,” said Adcox. She smiled swestly at Brewster.

He stabbed a chunk of soypro off hisplate. "Oh, funny, Adcox."



Wilks was amused by the banter but felt apang of bitter nostalgialistening to it Taking the talk was
anintegrd part of the military life; some things hadn't changed. It had been along time since he had been
inagroup like this—he could amost hear his old friends talking, their voices superimposed over the
KurtZs crew's. Jasper, Cassady, Ellis, Quinn, Lewis—and as dways, he felt the guilt. Hewas ill dive
and they were dead.

Billiewalked in and pulled her damp hair into a ponytail as she considered the food choices.

Wilks started to cal her over when Adcox motioned for her to join her group. Billie waved at
Wilks and Ripley as she sat down and started chatting with the other three.

Wilks sipped his coffee and noticed that both of the male soldiers perked up considerably when
Billie sat down, Brewster in particular. He grinned at her as Carvey recounted some story involving atrip
to abar on Gateway.

Wilkswas surprised by asudden fegling of protectivenesstoward Billie. Brewster wasn't her type,
he was sure. She needed someone more mature, she had been through alot, she needed somebody who
could appreciate that—

Like me, hethought uneesily.

Ridiculous. They'd had opportunities before and decided to let them go by. What hefdt for Billie
was friendship, shared experiences.

But that dream—

Wilkslooked away from Billie's group. Good that she had found some people her own age to hang
around, findly. And maybe he was just developing some paterna ingtinctsfor her....

Yesh. Right.

* % %

Billie found that she liked Dylan Brewster alot. He was sdlf-effacing in amildly sarcastic way, had
abright smile, was very amiable. He and Tom Carvey played off of each other well; their affection for
each other was obvious—and in spite of herself, she hoped that it was only brotherly.

She made hersdf think of Mitch as shelistened to them talk, poking at an old wound that suddenly
seemed important to fedl. Y es, she dtill missed him, still hurt thinking of him. Ought not to be sitting here
thinking about another man.

Jesus, shewas having breakfast with him, not screwing him. And yet each time Brewster turned his
eyesher way shefdt adight tinglein the pit of her somach.

Billielooked over at Wilks, who stared moodily into his coffee. What was sheto him, exactly? Or
heto her? Shefdt bonded to him somehow, some kind of—

Too much to think about. She felt tired dready, worrying about relationships not an hour out of
deep. Troubled deep at that. She had looked for Amy, running through her dreams and never finding her.
Amy, she reminded hersdlf, was the important thing.

Ripley stood up and looked around the room. "Excuse me," she said. "Everyoneishere, so I'd like
to throw out a suggestion.”



The room quieted. Billie laid down her fork.

"Thanks. I'm thinking that our dreams might tell us something new this close to the planet,” she said.
"Maybe amore exact location, maybe numbers of diens, something. I'd like you dl to seeif you can
remember what you dream tonight, so tomorrow we can talk abouit it.

"Onething that dl of your files showed isthat you're highly crestive and sengtive people. Spend
sometimethinking about it. I'm opento idess, 0 if you think of anything, let me know."

She sat down again and started talking quietly with Wilks.
"Think of anything like what?" said Carvey.

"Do you understand 'idea,’ Carv? It'skind of like athought, but it's newer." Brewster smiled,
pleased with himsdlf.

"Youwipe. | understand that you're as 'sengitive as my skivvies—"

Billie tuned out the soldiers talk and thought about what Ripley had said. She dreaded the dreams,
had tried al sorts of meds back on Gateway to avoid them—and now they were going to be stronger,
more detailed. She shuddered dightly at the thought. Her earliest memories were of bad dreams. Sheld
never been able to keep them at bay for long, either. Damn.

Then again, shetold hersalf as she looked around at the pallid faces of the crew, there were worse
things than dreams. They'd al found that out; humanity asawhole knew it al too well.

Brewster gave her asmile and shereturned it, noting the dight flush in his cheeks. Well. At least she
wasn't done anymore. They were dl in thistogether.
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Keith Dunston stood in the black lair of the queen. The air was moist and hot; somewhere water
dripped and somewhere seit flowed. He was surrounded by soft clicking and chittering, like fingernails
tapping upon glass, or impossible creatures rustling in the dark. He knew which it was, and he dso knew
it was adream.

He held hishands up in front of hisface and counted hisfingers. He breethed dowly and evenly; the
trick was one he had used before, and in his subconscious wanderings it had always placed himin
control. Of course, thiswas different; thiswas not of his own mind. But command of the transmission
was not necessary, merely command of himself.

A huge shadow shifted in front of him, moved closer.
He could just make out her shape—taller than the Earth breed, longer, more powerful and sturdy.
Come to me—

Thevoicein hismind wasinflected with great love and longing. His brain trandated her need into
something he would understand, would know, had known before,

He closed his eyes and concentrated on a response as he had done before, awaysto no avail.



Perhgpsthistime—
Where are you? | must find you.
Cometo me, | love you, | am waiting—
Yes. Are there others?

Dungton waited, eyes closed. The sounds of the alien breed moving intengfied, filled theair. All
around him now, they moved closer. Her children. Hundreds, perhaps thousands answered his questions
only with their shifting, diding, greasy motions, making noises like someinsane hybrid of locust and wild
plansanimd.

The dream was different from before, more vivid. He sensed the texture of the nest'sfloor benesth
hisfeet, fdt the heat emanating from the dien congtruct around him. The smell was overwhelming, rot and
decay and vomit and a bathroom with abad chemica recycler. Even so, the emotiona impact of the
queen'sdesirewasfar greater; it would overwhelm him were he to open himsdlf to it. The mother'slove
enshrouded him, tried to enter him with al the subtlety of arapist.

Dungton raised hishandsin front of his chest and placed his padmstogether, index fingers extended.
Thefirg of the nine kanji, of Kuji Kiri; Tu Mo, the channd of contral ...

The queen beckoned, arepested cycle of need as Dunston calmed his heart and mind with the
smple gestures. Stillness, now. Mation, action— those would come later.

In the dreams, there wastimeto be till.

Fak wasin the hot, stuffy shithole where she and her offspring dwelled. The fucking queen. He had
been here before, but thistime was different somehow. It looked the same, what he could see of it, but it
was—more. Theair was dank, sweaty, warm glue againg hisface. It was dl alive, the place, the weird
moving noises—like he was stlanding in the belly of some huge beest.

Hewaited, full of anger and dread, for her to spesk.
Come to me—

The hulking darknessin front of him moved, started forward. He raised his arms, hands clenched,
and waited for her to come closer. He wanted to destroy, to rip her fucking head off and dance on her
bones. Her children had taken Maria avay—

Falk felt sadness splash over him, felt it engulf him initsflow like adark and londly tide. These
brainless, giant fucking insects had ripped hislife apart, had made the universe smaller and colder. Why
Maria? Why?

/ under stand—

Thevoicein hishead was smple and cam, full of strength. Not the queen, not the whispery,
strange androgynous sound of the queen ... Helowered his hands, suddenly unsure.

"Maria?' he said. Hisvoice wasthick and quavering, swalowed in the muggy air. It was
impossible

/ love you.



It was her voice, thelilt of it familiar and emotiona, with that husky undertone he thought held never
hear again.

Hetried to step forward, but his feet wouldn't move. He looked around wildly, but he couldn't see
inthe murky darkness. Couldn't see if maybe Maria had somehow madeit to this hellish place.

Come to me, I'm waiting—

Fak suddenly realized that he wasn't hearing the words aloud, that they werein hismind only. And
that his mind was where Maria existed, and nowhere else. The message was the queen’s; it was atrick.
For one minute he had actualy hoped—

Hisgrief and confusion dissipated, were replaced by a searing anger so greet that hiswhole body
shook. Everything was tinted red; the blackness rippled and flowed with the new heat of the color.

Fak drew in breath to scream, to cry, to vent hisfury and sed the queen'sfate, and dl of it
disappeared and went gray....

Charlene Adcox stood in the queen's steamy chamber and tried to damp down her fear. She was
scared, but being scared, she admonished herself, shouldn't stop one from getting things done. Her own
mother had told her that many times, and she believed it till. Although her psych visitswith Dr. Torchin
had helped her see that she suppressed her emotions, was cut off from her fedings....

It wasn't important now. She took in her surroundings, careful to let no detail dip by.

The place shewasin waslike a sauna, but the heat was wet and foul, the warmth of rot It was
dark, the only light coming from afew cracksin theroof of the nest, far above. There were sounds of
water and movement around her, but it was centered ... behind and to the left, and again beyond her,
past where the darkness was thicker.

/ need you, | love you—

The queen moved forward, her words echoing in Adcox's mind. With it, as before, came hints of
other things, information that was not human. Tangentia reference points, telemetry data, star charts seen
with tunneled vison and ddivered with the strength of utter supremacy. And purpose. It was al much
clearer now—

Adcox could fed the emotiona force that the queen radiated, but was not pulled by it Thelove was
huge but impersond; her own thoughts were stronger, controllable in the chaos of fedings.

/ wait for you—

When the queen spoke, Adcox got a sense of where shewas, a curving roundnessin water. The
design was dien, complex but organic, somewhere....

The lieutenant concentrated, tried to force the image into geographicd planes, but it wouldn't come.
The beckoning was meant for different ingtincts than she could claim, terrifying in itsinsane pattern.

Suddenly the queen stepped even closer, close enough for Adcox to reach out and touch. Her
attemptsto put aside her fear vanished.

Thisisn't supposed to happen—!



Adcox screamed, any illusion of control gone, asthe queen lifted awormy, clawed arm to stroke
her....
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Billie sat inthe dining hal next to Char and sipped black coffee. She watched asthe othersfiled in;
they dl looked like shefdt. Dark circles beneath the eyes, pale faces, wired on nervous tension.

She had awakened frightened and angry from the queen's message, amazed at how much more real
it had been. She had learned nothing new, except that the planet they would reach the next day wasthe
right one. It had to be—the difference in dream intensity was staggering.

Billie hadn't dept after her dream, and sheld heard Char scream sometime after dawn; their quarters
were Sde by sde. She glanced at her friend, worried, but the lieutenant seemed to be holding up. They
had sat up together until it wastime for the meeting, talking about anything but the dreams.

Wilkswasthelast to arrive. He looked like he had dept okay; Billiefelt amild surge of envy when
she remembered that he wasn't one of the dreamers.

Ripley leaned against one of the tables, armsfolded. After Wilks sat, she began to speak.

"Good morning. | can tell nobody dept well, and we al know why. Now I'd like to hear if any of
you got anything new fromit."

"Well, it'stheright planet,” said Billie. Everyone el se nodded.
"Fuckin' A," said Carvey.
"Good to know," said Ripley. "Adcox—you were the only one who saw where before ..."

"She's got her nest set up inalake or aswamp,” Char said. Her voice was unemotional, dead. "I
couldn't tell you where exactly. Someplace warm, obvioudly. It's rounded, like adome—at least part of it
is. And she's much stronger than the Earth breed.”

Dunston nodded. "More powerful in body and intdllect,” he said. "And she'sgot an entire legion
with her. Hundreds."

Ripley sghed. "Yeah, | was afraid of that. Anyone else get afix on location?'

Dr. Jones cleared histhroat. "She's at the hottest part of the planet. | didn't see the shape of it, but
it isin some body of shalow water and it'swherever the temperature is most cons stently warm.”

"Good," sid Ripley. "That's good. What else?"

It was quiet. Billielooked around the room. Brewster caught her gaze for amoment and smiled
tiredly at her. She wondered how he was doing. He and Carvey remained silent. Falk stared at his hands,
expression unreadable. Moto and Tully aso looked around and waited for someone to speak.

Wilks stood and broke the tension. "We're close enough to get a good read on planet type, maybe
find the hot spots. Tully, you want to do some checking?'



The woman nodded and picked up her coffee cup.

"Okay," Ripley said. "l know it's been rough, but we're going to be there tomorrow and we il
need to get ready for afew things. McQuade and | are going to work on some mechanica suits after
breskfast and we could use help. Meet down in the loading dock in haf an hour.”

The meeting was over. Billie didn't fed particularly hungry, but she went to afood dispenser and
scanned the sdlection anyway. Maybe eating would wake her up alittle. She punched in some mad
scientist's version of eggs and bread. Char followed her.

"So current crisis aside, what are we going to do when we get her to Earth?' Char said. "Anyone
thought thet far ahead?"

"l don't know. | guesswell worry about it if we makeit that far.”
Char chewed a her lip but didn't say anything else.
Thefood arrived in little sealed biodegradable packages, hot, but ugly.

AsBillie choked down her order of scrambled soypro, she thought about Char's question. What
were they going to do? Knowing the answers hadn't been amgjor part of this whole business so far, had
it?

Ripley was surprised by McQuade's query.
"Oronasbombs" shesaid. "Isn't it obvious? They were never st off."
McQuade shrugged. "1 don't know about anybody named ‘Orona.™

They had started on the loader suits; the others would be down in afew minutes. They were taking
apart the Kurtz's two power |oadersin an attempt to make four new ones. Smaller, lighter, lessoveradl
protection, but better armor than none. The sounds of their work echoed in the big chamber.

Ripley laid down her wrench and turned to McQuade. "Oronawas agovernment scientist. He
conceived a plan to detonate nuclear bombsin the infested areas. He got it set up but then died before
they could betriggered.”

"Why didn't somebody elsedoit?’

It was Ripley's turn to shrug. " Some mafunction, maybe. Maybe somebody got cold feet when it
cametime to push the button. Probably anybody who could say isdead.”

M cQuade snorted.

"Well, that'swhy we're here, Captain." She picked up the wrench and started in on one of the
loader's clamps.

"So how did you find out about Orona?’ said McQuade.
Ripley unhooked the mechanical arm and st it on the floor. "Common knowledge, or so | thought.”

"Yeah. It just seemsthat the corps would have access to that information, and | never heard of



Ripley gave him atight grin. "That'sthe military for you. A group dedicated to making sure nobody
getsto know what they know. They hoard little bits of trivialike diamonds and shit stedl bricksiif anyone
finds out—when most people couldn't care less, much less useit for some diabolical purpose.” She
suddenly remembered who she wastaking to. "No offense meant.”

"None taken. | agree with you. The marineinvolvement in this crisis has been poorly organized from
the start. Bunch of generas running around and flapping their asams and basically achieving zero. Why I'm
here"

They went back to work, setting aside the pieces of machinery to be reassembled later. Ripley
liked McQuade. He knew what he was doing and worked quickly and efficiently. At thisrate, they'd be
half done before anyone showed up. That McQuade didn't know about the bombs, though ...

Shetried to recall who had told her about Orona's plan and drew a blank. She had heard it
sometime after the second LV-426 trip but before Gateway—

Brewster, Carvey, Adcox, and Billie arrived at the dock and headed toward them.
McQuade raised an eyebrow at Ripley.
"Go ahead,” shesad. "They are marines”

She watched as McQuade gave orders. Billie sat on the floor and sorted out different-sized holding
pins and screws while the three soldiers set to work on cannibalizing the second loader. Power wrenches
hummed, the smell of lube and reluctant-to-move metdl hung intheair.

Funny, that McQuade had looked to her before he ordered the marines. She knew that the crew
thought of her asthe leader, but was vaguely surprised that it felt so ... naturd.

She turned her mind back to the project and made a mental note to ask the others about Orona
after lunch.

Wilks leaned over Tully's shoulder and scanned the readout on the planet.
"Atmosphere's breathable, but just bardly,” she said. "High in contaminants, low in oxygen.”
"Could beworse," said Wilks. "Bulking around out there in aclimate suit would be abitch.”

"Plenty of water. Almost eighty percent ocean and plenty of lakes—nasty, too. Full of trace
elements and probably loca bugs. Drinking it wouldn't do you any good.”

Wilksleaned closer. Gravity was amost haf agee higher than Earth's; good thing their crew wasa
strong group physicaly. "Don't drink the water, don't bresthe the air?”

"Huh?'
"Old joke. What 27" he said. "Weather, plants, animals—?"

"It'swindy," said Tully, "at least in the mountainous regions. Landing should be athrill. Vegetation
must live on hesat and poison, ‘cause the sun don't shine much through the cloud cover. It won't be pretty.
Got to be some animals, though | haven't seen any.”

Wilks heard that. Fucking monsters had to eat something. It could be worse—but they were about



to set down on a hot, wet, poisoned planet where jogging would be an effort for the strongest of them.
To try and overpower the almighty-top-of-the-heap-queen-fucking-head alien on her own ground.
Grest.

Well, hey. No problem, the marines were [ean, mean, and obscene.
Y egh. Right.
"Okay," hesaid. "Seeif you can pinpoint the warmest areasfor the flyby tomorrow."

Heleaned againgt thewall and watched Tully dig for the information. The mother queen had no
doubt picked a charming spot to build her home, and she probably wouldn't want to move without a

fight.

Another bad placeto die. And as he had thought so many times before, it was probably going to
happen thistrip. The universe could only pass out so much luck to any one guy and hed

sure as shit gone through his share along while ago.

Wdl. What the hell. If it was your turn, there wasn't anything you could do. If it wasn't, he guessed
he would find out soon enough.
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Billie stroked Dylan's hair and watched him deep; hislegs were warm and smooth againgt her own.
Shewasn't scared to go to deep—her fear of the dream lessened with apartner in her bed. Interesting,
that sex ingtilled such a sense of peace. Shefelt relaxed and calm, but just too introspective to doze off.

He murmured in his deep and rolled away from her. Dylan Brewster. He had shown up &t her door
afew hours before and asked if she wanted company. Shefdt atiny, delicious shiver run down her spine
as shelooked at him now, the way he had asked politely to stay the night. Quite the gentleman ... at first,
anyway. The sex had been passionate and wild.

Billie remembered having read somewhere that sex was a normd reaction in threstening
circumgtances, alife-affirming ingtinct. That was probably so; she liked the young soldier alot and was
glad to have him there. But she was not in love with him—

She thought of Mitch and was surprised that it didn't hurt so much anymore. Whatever regrets she
had over their short time together, it wasn't connected to having made love with Dylan. Mitch had only
wanted her to fed loved and whole, whether or not he could be there; she doubted that he would
begrudge her some peace of mind now.

In the morning, the crew would meet to discussfind plansfor carrying out their misson. They
would be dropping onto the planet in alittle less than twelve hours. Her scomach tightened at the thought;
if everything went perfectly, they could be on their way back to Earth soon afterward. She was nervous,
but excited, too. It felt good to be on the offensive for a change, to fight actively instead of dways running
away. And maybe to make a difference for the peopleleft on Earth ...

Billie moved down benegath the cover, snuggling againgt her new lover for warmth. He turned
toward her and opened his eyes hafway.



"Hey," he said, voice heavy with deep. "Y ou okay?'

"Y egh. Jugt thinking."

Heyawned and closed hiseyes, but smiled dightly.

"What about?' he said, and did one hand between her legs. She parted them and |eaned back.

"| thought you were out for the night,”" she said, and inhaed sharply as he dipped afinger into her.
"l am. Just ignoreme," he said.

Billielaughed and touched his erection, moved her hand up and down the silky-textured skin. He
moaned as she crawled over him, covering his body with hers. She felt him dide deep inside, thrust
hersdlf againgt him to find her own pleasure, felt her climax build and stretch toward release.

Thisislife, shethought, and cried out.

Ripley stood in the loading dock and looked at the people assembled in front of her, watched them
absorb the information that Tully and Wilkslaid out. They werein orbit around what sounded like hell.

The Kurtz would land and drop off the APC, in which some of them would go check things out,
then report back. Everyone agreed that it was the best action before coming up with afina plan. To be
certain of what they were up againg.

Must be getting mellow with age, she thought. There was atime there when waiting to do
anything would have been out of the question.

Moto had suggested sending arobot probe first, but the motion had been vetoed. Not abad idea,
but what probes they had were severdly limited. It wouldn't pay to get the wrong idea, and if the bot you
sent couldn't see very well or samdll the alien tink, that might give you afase sense of security.

Ripley had to smile at that. Security. Right.

Wilksand Tully wrapped up their presentation and turned to look at Ripley. She knew what was
expected of her.

"Well," shesad. "Anyone dream of the queen last night?"

The crew members looked at each other and shook their heads. Apparently nobody had.
"Does that mean she knows we're here?' said Adcox.

"Maybe so. Or it could just mean that she overshot us. Hard to say."

Adcox nodded, as did several of the others.

"Y ou know about thisplace,”" Ripley said. "I wouldn't ask anyone to do anything I'm not prepared
to do myself, so I'll be on that APC—and I'm asking for volunteers. Most of you have been in combat
stuations, but some of you are physically stronger and have a better chance out there. Y ou need to make
the decision, not me.

"However, some of you will have to stay onboard the ship. Tully—you're our computer whiz, you



day here”

"l figured asmuch,” Tully said. She tried to sound disappointed, but Ripley could see her relax a
little.

Ripley continued. "M cQuade and Brewster—as pilots, | don't see how we can risk losing either of
you, since l'll be down there—"

Brewster cut in. "Hey, I'm ready for thisl McQuade can fly the ship, I—"

"L ook, I'm not saying you're not capable, Brewster. We need you here. Besides, there hasto be
somebody to pick up the piecesif we fuck up. Got it?"

"Yeah," hesad, inatone of voicethat said hedidn't get it at al.
Tough shit, thought Ripley.

"Jones, you stay here, too."

The doctor shrugged. "Y ou might need methere,” he said.

"That'strue. But if we get hurt, we can use the aid kits. Better you're here where you can do mgjor
repairsin relative safety when we get back." If we get back, Ripley said to hersdf.

Falk stood up. "I'm going,” he said.
Ripley had assumed that he would volunteer. She nodded at him. "Okay, Falk. Welcome aboard.”

Dunston and Carvey stood at the same time. Adcox rose, as did Billie. Wilks stepped away from
Tully and joined the others, followed by AnaMoto.

Ripley held up ahand. "Stop there," she said. "Like | said, we need abackup crew in case anything
happensto us. And if we all go, there's no room for wegpons. Moto, you stay; you're probably the best
draegid. Billie—"

"I'mgoing,” shesad, voice cam.
The determination in the young woman's eyes was firm. Ripley hesitated, then nodded.
"All right," shesad.

She turned to McQuade and gave him the go-ahead. He walked to the front of the group and
started to explain how the loader suits worked.

Ripley looked at her crew. Good people, dl of them. This could work, it just might work. It had to
work.

Wilks stood in the control room with McQuade, Brewster, and Tully, and watched them look at
the readings on landing sites. They were twenty minutes from drop and he could fed adrenaine seepinto
his system when he looked through the shield. Once more he was going to face off with the monsters. As
long asthere were any of them left, or he could till breathe, that was gonna keep happening, but it didn't
seem to get any easier. You'd think held be used to it by now.



Brewster picked up aclugter of erratic movement in the southern hemisphere, which coincided with
Tully'sreading of warmest temperature. They would head therefirst. No one was betting whether or not
she would be there; everyone seemed to know.

The meeting had continued for awhile after the APC team selection had been made. McQuade
demonstrated the makeshift suits and Ripley gave arundown on the scientist, Orona. Wilks had known
about Oronaand his bombs, as had AnaMoto. Funny—Ripley had seemed relieved that they knew.

It looked like arough ride going down, and it would be pretty stupid if one of them got whacked by
a coffee cup someone forgot to put away, so they policed the ship and dogged down everything loose.

Wilks had seen how Billie and Brewster had looked at each other during the meseting, and again
during load. He couldn't ignore those glances, and he had a pretty good ideawhat they meant.

Well, it wasn't his business. Then again, he couldn't ignore how it made him fed. Theat Billie and the
corpora had made love—the thought of it made him grit histeeth. It felt... it was uncomfortable, athough
he couldn't pin down why exactly. Billiewasabig girl, he didn't need to watch out for her—

That he thought about it now, afew minutes before they were to embark on the queen's home, was
stupid. Asif he didn't have enough to worry about. He shook his head alittle and concentrated on the
computer landscape in front of him. They were about to fly into a big fucking mess and he needed to be
al theway therefor it. Not concerned about Billies sex life....

With effort, he pushed everything else out of his mind and took adeep breath. It wastimeto get
down to business here, time to do what had to be done. Everything else was secondary. It was gonna be
kick assor get it kicked and either way, he was ready.

Semper fi, motherfuckers, and the devil take the last guy out of the trenches.
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Moto pulled off her protective goggles and turned to Ripley.
"If that doesn't hold it shut, nothing will," she said.

Moto had just finished welding braces around one of the hold's two exit hatches. McQuade was
gtill working on the other one. Ripley stood with her arms crossed and waited for the alloy's glow to die
down. Theair stank of burned metal and plastic.

They were going in afew minutes and the tension of the crew showed in their tight expressions, but
Ripley fdt surprisingly cam.

M cQuade snapped off hiswelder. "Done," he said, alittletoo loudly.
Ripley nodded at him. She had thought she

would be alot jumpier by now; her relaxed state was almost disconcerting. But it wasn't alack of
concern, it was morelike ...

Fulfillment, shethought. Being where I'm supposed to be.



After she checked the hatches, Ripley followed the other two back to the upper deck. The hatches
looked solid enough and were certainly the best they could do—but this wasn't some drone. She would
have to hope that the queen bitch wasn't going to be too much for them to handle. She had dedlt with
ordinary queens, and they were bigger, stronger, and meaner than drones. She hoped the queen of
gueens wasn't that much worse.

No matter. It was what they had.
Now the crew strapped into their seats.

Billie offered her aquick and nervous smile as Ripley walked to the front and around the control
areds partition.

Brewster sat in pilot one, Tully behind him.
Wilks adjusted a strap on one of the secondary chairs.
Ripley moved up to pilot two and sat.

Wilkslooked &t her. "Hey, Ripley. We ran amatrix on the movement in the southern hemisphere, in
casewe haveto land there—"

"No, 'in casg," shesaid. "She'sthere. Y ou know it."

Wilks shook his head and grinned. "Okay, probably. Well know soon enough. Anyway, Tully
picked up rock formations like you wouldn't believe. It's going to be tricky. Theresalittle wind, too."

Brewster turned from the console and nodded at Wilks. "If it was easy, anybody could do it.
Besides, topography's the APC's problem. All | gottado isdrop you off."

Ripley let the bitterness dip past. Brewster was obvioudy still pissed that he wasn't going to attend
their scouting party.

"Y eah, but flying it's going to be a bitch. Glad you're a the helm, Brewster. Hotshot like you
shouldn't have too many problems.”

Brewster didn't reply, but Ripley saw him relax dightly. Good. They were going into harm'sway
and the last thing she needed was asmarmy pilot.

Tully spoke up. "Carvey and | sectored the APC's comlink,” she said, "'so you don't have to worry
about scattering.”

"Great," said Ripley. Shelooked at the readoutsin front of her and felt her hands start to clench.
The lack of tenson sheld felt wasn't going to last now that there was nothing left to do but Sit and wait.

"l guesswe'reready,” she said.
"Good thing,” said Brewster, " ‘cause here we go, bearing oh-six—"

Therest of hiswords seemed to fade as he punched a button and they fell out of space.

Billie gripped the armrests of her chair, eyestightly closed. Her somach was knotted in the usua
lurch of free-fall. Thiswas afeding shedidn't think she'd ever get used to. Sheimagined the Kurtz



shooting through the heavy clouds, pummeled by the rains and—

Scratch that, shethought as shefelt nausearise up. She searched for amore pleasant thought.
Last night with Dylan, the closeness, the touching, the rolling and pumping, over and over, falling
forever—oh Lord, scratch that, too.

The ship suddenly seemed to catch up to her twisted belly. Not an easy drop, but the worst had to
be over. She opened her eyes. She hoped the worst was over.

Char smiled a her shakily. "Not dead yet," she said.
Billie nodded and looked over at the nearest port. Nothing to see; they were till too high.

Wilksleaned his head around the partition, expression tense. "L ocal winds ook to be pushing 130
knots," he said. "And that's down below the jet stream. Better button up before it gets rough.”

At the sound of hisvoice, Billiefdt her gutstighten. So much for the worst being over.
She fought down arising sense of dread.

Shefdt that her entire life had been spent in preparation for this moment. She believed in this, was
ready to risk her neck for it—for Amy, for Ripley and Wilks and the others. They dl had their own
reasons. Duty. Honor. She looked over at Falk, at his blank face—he had vengeance. It wasn't the
thought of death that frightened her, it was the uncertainty.

The flight smoothed out, became dmost calm.
Carvey and Falk unbuckled and moved to one of the ports.
What the hell, Billie thought, and stood to join them.

They broke out of the cloud cover into the most desolate place Billie had ever seen. The Kurtz
moved too fast to get agood look, but asfar as she could tell, it was dl the same.

Pools of shallow gray water stretched for klicks, broken up and surrounded by dirty humps of
rock. Clumps of colorless vegetation, much of it gpparently fungal, towered at the edges of the water.
Some strange variety of beige moss seemed to cover everything. They passed a copse of the bizarre
plant life, which struck Billie asthe work of an insane sculptor. Twisted limbs and vines branched off into
thear and pulsed dightly in the windsthat shook the ship. Off in the distance, Billie saw impossibly-tall
stands of rock scattered randomly in the endless dark sea. Nice place. She turned away.

'We'd better head down to the APC," she said.

"Right," said Carvey. He started toward the gtairs, followed by Falk and Dunston.
Jones walked back toward medical .

Billie stood till for amoment, tried to prepare hersalf.

"You okay?' Char asked.

Billielooked at her friend, saw the concern on the lieutenant's face.

"Y egh. Jugt getting my nerve up.”



AsBillie waked behind Char to the lower leve, she couldn't stop the fear from welling up. That
they were dl just part of some huge plan; that their sense of purpose was fake. That maybe they hadn't
reglly come of their own accord, but had been lured by the dreams ...

"Buddha, what agreeat place," said Brewster. "Maybe I'll take my vacation here." He navigated the
Kurtz through the strange environment. Crosswinds buffeted the vessel hard enough to rock it.

Wilks stared. Y eah, this was without a doubt the most god-awful planet he'd ever seen. He could
amogt fed the thick wetness of the air around the ship, smell the dead chemica odor of the dkaine
water. Just looking at this nightmare gave him the creeps.

Brewster interrupted histhoughts. "I got aspot scoped whereit seemsrdatively cam, not far from
the main cluster of movement.”

No one spoke for aminute.

‘Takeit or leaveit, folks—I can't dick around for long in thisdamn wind," said Brewster.
Takeit,"” said Ripley, and stood up. "Come on, Wilks, let's go back with the grunts.”
Tully smiled a them asthey headed down the stairs. "L uck," she said.

Brewster struggled with the controls but managed athumbs-up.

The others were crowded around the APC in the dock. Wilks motioned for the rest of the crew to
get on, and boarded last.

He watched everyone strap in before he moved to the front. Billie sat a the console; she would
monitor outside activity asthey got closer to the motion Brewster had picked up.

A voice crackled out over the intercom.

"Hey, kids, amost there," said Brewster. "Tully says the movement has stopped, but it seemed to
be coming from aformation almost due west from where we're dropping you—that's a two-seven-two
heading, to be exact."

"Rock formation?' said Billie.

"Negative. Looks organic. Listen, Carvey, you still owe me money, so be careful, okay? Goesfor
therest of you, too."

"Got it," sad Billie.

‘Thanks, Brewster," Wilks said. "On your go."

Wilks keyed the controls for the machine and checked the navigationa . Everything looked fine. The
mobile unit was built like achunk of lead on wheels, designed to move over any terrain, if not

comfortably, at least efficiently. The front view-screen gave agood shot of the outside; currently, the
ingde of the dock. Therewas aso asmall kleersted shield that offered a more limited view.

There were recoilless guns mounted on the pivota up top, aswell asin thefront. Thiswas
supposed to be a check—uwith any luck, he wouldn't have to use them.



"Stand by," said Brewster, in aburst of dtatic.
Wilkstensed, ready.

The Kurtz touched down. Wilksrolled his head with the sudden impact, felt the planet surface
grind and crunch beneath the ship. The APC did forward as the deck dropped out on metal struts, the
hatch opening outward.
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Wilks grabbed the control stick and eased the APC off the extended ramp and into the water.
There were scattered rocks and weird vegetable growths here and there, but essentialy they were
looking at an ocean less than a meter deep. Here, anyway. It surrounded them in every direction asfar as
he could see. Wind rippled the surface into a shifting washboard, occasional gusts blowing spray from the

tiny whitecaps.
The APC'srear whedls pulled off the deck and they settled into the liquid with scarcely a bump.
"Good job," said Wilks. "We're down. And welcome to town, folks."
"And we are outta here,”" said Brewdter.

The sounds of the ship asit lifted were loud even inside the APC. Brewster and the otherswould
head back up, above the winds, and wait for the pickup call.

If there's anybody left to send it, thought Wilks. There was something wrong, hefdtit in hisgut;
but they were there, and it wastime.

"Let'sgo seeif the queen'shome,” he said.

The APC rumbled forward.
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From the position of the cam on the APC, it was nearly impossibleto tell exactly what it wasthey
were headed toward. The screen showed nothing but water and sky, close enough in color to be nearly
indigtinguishable. It waslike moving through avoid.

Billie mostly kept her gaze on the motion sensors and the Doppler screen, where she had something
to report: "We got six roughly spherical objects, approximately twenty meters gpart and arranged in a
circle. Largest measures maybe thirty meters high;, it's centered insde the others,” she said.

"Sounds like Adcox's nest," said Wilks.

"Yeah," Billie said. She pushed her hair off her swesty forehead. The APC's coolers could only do
s0 much against the wet heet of the planet that pressed in on them.

They wobbled and bumped as the APC made itsway dowly through the water.

"Leved, my ass" Wilkssaid. "I'd like to see Brewster'sidea of rough terrain.”



It dl felt like adream to Billie, and her heart thumped hard and loud enough she was surprised
nobody noticed.

"Wilks—thisis supposed to be a scouting trip, right? Why are we headed straight to her nest?
Shouldn't we find somewhere safer, to observe—"

"Look around. Where would you suggest?’
"I'm just saying that we can scope things out alittle more thoroughly, try a probe—"

"Lisgten, kid, were not going to drive thisthing into her front door, we're just going to pull up nearby
and see what happens, okay? If the probes we had were worth a shit, 1'd send one, but none of the
robots we got can do thejob."

Billie nodded, but continued to worry. "It doesn't fed good, Wilks," she said.
Hislipstightened. "Yeah," hesad. "I copy that."

Billie sghed. She and Wilks had been here before. Not this place, but thiskind of stuation.
Somehow that fdt alittle comforting. Between the two of them, they'd pulled off some pretty scary dedls.
"ETA, two minutes," shesaid.

"WEell beready," Ripley caled out from behind her.

Billie wanted to go back and talk to Ripley about her fear. Maybe there was some kind of psychic
thing going on.

Suddenly the APC ground to ahdt with ajarring crunch. The unit tilted to theleft, throwing Billie
back into her chair.

"What the fuck—?" began Falk.
Ripley held up her hand for silence. "Wilks, Billie, what do we have?'

Billieran the diagnogtic. "We bent one of the aft axle struts, but | think that'sit," said Billie. Her
voice sounded shaky.

"What did we hit?"' said Adcox.

Wilks called out over his shoulder. "Don't know. Something underwater; treads lifted and we lost
traction. Hang on, let me see if we can rock back off it."

The APC's engines rumbled. It took afew seconds, but Wilks managed to pull free of the
obgtruction. "Okay, we're clear.” Then, 'Take alook at the screen.”

Ripley looked up at the vid screen and inhded sharply as the picture panned | eft.
"Oh, my God," Adcox sad.

They were less than ahundred meters from a huge, round orb sitting in the murky water, pinkish
gray in color, with strange lines crisscrossing the surface.

Like veins, thought Ripley.



A long, thick cord connected it to another orb, larger. The one they were closest to wasthe length
of the APC and maybe twice ashigh.

"| think we ran over something connected to that thing," said Wilks.
"Billie, isanybody home?' Ripley asked.

"No movement. If they're around, they must be adeep. Look, | think we should back off alittle. |
don't fed so great about this.”

Ripley frowned. "Were here. If they heard that knock and they're till not coming, | think well be
al right for aminute.”

They dl watched the screen with intense concentration.
Nothing happened.

Ripley haf-expected to see ahorde of the giant insects launch themsalves from behind theweird
orbs and attack. She looked &t Billig; the girl was watching the sensor readouts closaly.

No movement...

It was Falk who broke the silence. "L et's go have a peek, what say?' He stood, picked up a
comset, hooked it over the back of his head, and reached for a boot to one of the mechano suits.

Dunston also stood.

Ripley shook her head. "I think we should wait, maybe nudge one of them with the APC firgt," she
sad. "Wedon't know what we're dedling with here.”

Fak continued to suit up. "Isn't that why we came?' he said. To find out?"
Carvey got up and helped Dunston buckle on one of the lift boots before he grabbed athird suit.

"It'sagood idea," said Carvey. "Well just hop out and have alook. We've got weapons, were
armored, and the APC'sright here. We're out there five minutes, tops.”

Ripley thought about it. They knew what the diens were capable of ; they weren't going to be
charging out there ignorant of what could happen. And Carvey had a point—they were as prepared as
they were going to get. It was no crazier than the whole mission, which made less sense every time she
thought about it.

"Okay," shesaid.

"No," sad Billie from behind them. "Ripley, don't et them go, thisisn't going to work. Can't you fed
it?"

Dungton stepped forward, awkward in the suit. Hydraulics whined, the boots clumped heavily ashe
moved. "Billie)" he said, hisvoice cam. "Thisisachoice. We made the decision to come here. Thisis

part of it."

Something in hisface, perhaps the acceptance of fate, sopped Billie from protesting any further.
She turned and moved back to the front without another word.

The three men, fully suited, stood by the door and |ooked to Ripley for their cue. They each wore



thick vestswith head protectors, jointed meta running the length of their limbs. Each carried standard
military carbines, the same 10mm caseless wegpons Ripley had learned to use.

"Ligento your sets," she said. "Billie ismonitoring the cluster. Any sign of trouble, get back here;
we don't want any dead heroes. Good luck.”

She paused for amoment. What else is there to say? Nothing. "Go," she said. The hatch did
open.

Wilksfdt the blast of damp hesat asthe door did shut. The smell waslike held imagined, but
worse—like rotten, poisoned food. The wind made the exposed edges of the hatch whistle.

He breathed through clenched teeth and watched the screen. Billie was pallid and tense beside him,
but she also watched the readouts carefully.

Wilks wished he were out there with the others, but hetried to let it go. He wasthe best APC
driver they had, and if anything went wrong they'd want to leavein ahurry.

"Fak, tak tome" hesad.

"We're moving toward it, maybe thirty meters away now.. Well stay onthisside of it." Fak's
transmisson wasclear.

"Chrido, it fucking stinks,” said Carvey."Y ou're missng out, Sarge."

'What are you hitching about? At least you can breathe.”

'Wish I'd thought to bring akite. Wind must be gusting to a hundred klicks out here.”
"One-fifteen,” Wilkssaid.

He watched as the three men appeared at the bottom of the viewscreen. "Okay, now we got you
onvisud," hesad.

Oneof thefiguresturned and waved. "Hi, Mal"

Wilks grinned. "Knock that shit off, Carvey, you're supposed to be part of a crack scouting team
here"

Trying to be funny to bresk the tenson seemed alittle strained, but it was something.

Thefigures approached the sphere. Their boots rose and fell in the muck that came up to their
knees, spatters of it blowing away in the gusts.

They separated afew metersfrom the orb; Falk remained in front while Dunston and Carvey
moved to the Sides.

"Don't get too far gpart,” said Wilks. The three men stopped. "Stay in Sight of each other."
"Therésgoop al over thisthing,” said Carvey. "Like, uh—jdly."
" Seems to be emanating from the formation's core.” That from Dunston.

"What are these things?' Carvey sad. "They'retoo big to be egg sacs—I hope they'retoo big to



be egg sacs. Whatever the hdl it is, it's 0ozing like asonofabitch. | can dmost seeinsde—" Heraised a
mechanicd limb to touchit.

Billie gasped and Wilksfelt his heart catch.

"Oh, fuck, movement!" shesaid.

"Everybody get out of there now\" Wilks shouted.

"It'scoming from insdethe pods!” said Billie into the com. "Move, get away!"

The three figures on the screen ssumbled back as the nearest pod opened like agiant egg sac and a
huge, glistening shape rose from out of it.

Adcox cried out from behind them. A queen-sized drone, bigger than any Wilks had ever seen,
snapped out one powerful claw so fast Carvey hardly saw it move and latched on to his head protector.

The monger raised Carvey into the air like achild with atoy.
"Fak, Jesus, get it off, get it off me—!"

Carvey's cries were cut off abruptly asthe drone used its other claw and ripped histhroat out. The
creature tossed the handful of flesh away and pulled one of Carvey's arms off. Tossed that away, too.

Oh, fuck—!
So goddamned fast!
Dunston and Falk had barely gotten their weapons raised.

"We're coming!" Ripley yelled into her ‘com, but the two men were dready dogging quickly
backward toward the APC. "Go, Wilks! I'm on the gung!”

Fak blasted at the drone. It dropped Carvey, screamed, and started toward him, hissing, then fell
into the water as Dunston's carbine joined the fire. They might be bigger and faster than normal drones,
but they could die.

Wilksjammed the APC into full throttle.

Billie dammed her fist againgt the console. "Fuck, oh fuck, the other podd™

Ripley was bringing the APC's guns online when she heard Billie.

"Come on!" she shouted to Wilks.

The APC lurched forward—only to hit another stop. The engine whined noisly.
"Dungon!” It was Fak ydling.

Ripley looked up at the viewscreen as an dien leaped over one of the pods and pounced at the
teacher. Hefell onto his back with a splash, absorbed the shock of the huge drone, and dammed his
wegpon into its belly—

Fak struggled to get a clear shot asthe APC suddenly moved forward again—



"Did" shouted Dunston.

Nothing happened. His weagpon must have jammed. He raised hisfree arm, used the mechanica
clamp to hold the dien's head away from his own—

It shrieked and opened its gigantic jaws. With ajerk, it shoved its head forward.

The sted armor crumpled like paper asitsinner mouth snapped out and speared Dunston's face.
Bright red splashed into the water and the teacher fdll limp.

"Motherfucker!" yelled Falk, and opened up on the drone. The crash of gunfire shredded the dien.
The areaaround the falen creature hissed and bubbled asits blood ate the water. What fell on Dunston
didn't matter.

Falk disappeared from the screen asthe APC cameto astop.
"Wilks!" shouted Ripley.
"Don't make me knock, for Christ's sake!" said Falk through the ‘com.
_ Adcox stood behind the door, weapon raised. Billie dammed the entry button and Falk fell inside,
gasping.
"Closeit!" hesaid.

Ripley caught aglimpse of one of the creatures moving quickly through the muck. She put the gun
tracker on it—

Billie dammed the hatch button again. "Come on—!"

The monster loped closer, its limbs splashing the foul water against the front of the APC—
Ripley said, "Too closeto shoat, it'll spatter al over the APC—!"

The hatch closed.

"Emergency dustoff, now!" said Billie. She held her comlink headset in place with shaky fingers.

"We can't put down at your current position,” said Brewster. His voice was anguished. "Wegot a
force three hurricane wind aoft right there. Get away from the nest, get back closer to theinitial drop

point!"
"Shit!" Billiesad.
"Billie, are you okay? Wheres—"
"No time, Brewster," said Wilks. "Get moving. Well be there ASAP."
Billie discommed and turned to Wilks. The aienswere so much bigger and stronger than before—
Before she could spesak, something hammered against the APC wall, hard enough to dent metal.

Billie scanned the readouts. "Three of them," she said.



The entire unit was lifted and tipped backward, beforeit fel forward with a crash. The vid screen
went black and mud splashed the kleersted window. Metal groaned. Something snapped with abell-like
crack.

"Wilks," Billiesaid, in barely awhisper. She looked at the readout without blinking, hoped that it
waswrong.

"Our internal cooling system just opened—" Even as she watched, the temperature was going up.
"It'sgoing to get hot in here. Crappy warranty on these things."

Wilks checked the monitor. "Ripley, we got some problems up here.”

There was no answer.

Ripley belted the vest and nearly fell when the APC tipped. She picked up Falk's gun and checked
the ammo read. Wilks shouted something at her as she searched the floor for additional magazines.
Everything wasrolling; the clips did under the supply compartment.

"Ripley!" yelled Wilksagain.

She waked to the front in the bulky suit. Falk and Adcox |eaned against the wall that faced the
door, weapons ready.

"Fuck this" said Falk. "Let's burn outta here.”
Wilksturned around in his seat. He looked Ripley up and down. "Jesus," he said. "Y ou're crazy.”
"Just head for the drop Ste—"

"Can't. The manuals are shot, steering just about locked. Our reactor took a knock—we can go
graight for about ten minutes and then were talking meltdown. Got any ideas?’

"Yeah," sad Ripley. "Usethe APC's guns and hammer those three outside; won't matter if the acid
damages the APC now. Sedl the hatch and take off full speed as soon asI'm out. | need a couple
minutesto get to her nest.”

"And what are you going to do when you get there? Invite her to fucking tea?' said Wilks.

"l didn't comethisfar just to let her dip away," said Ripley. "If | can't capture her, | cankill her. |
haveto try. Ligten, if sbeen good working with you—"

"You arefucking crazy,” sad Billie,

Ripley grinned and walked back to the rear hatch of the APC. Adcox followed, prepared to cover
her.

Wilkstriggered the APC's guns. One of them was still operable. The uranium dugs shattered the
attacking diens. "Clear," he sad. "At the moment.”

"Good luck," Ripley sad.
The hatch opened and Ripley jumped ouit.



17

I'm showing severa forms moving a high speed toward the APC," Billie said. Her mouth was dry.
In spite of the heat, shefelt cold al over. The blips on the screen wavered and jumped, moved closer.

"l guessthat means Ripley's planisworking,” she said.

Wilks didn't spare her aglance as he wrestled with the controls. "Reactor hafway to criticd, APC's
about to be overcome by superbugs—yeah, I'd say it'sworking. Any better and we could blow our
brains out now and save those bastards the trouble.”

"Should | call the Kurtz again?'

"Not yet. We give Ripley her five-plus and keep going till this sucker suffersfrom acomplete engine
or axlelock."

"Then?' Sheturned to look at him. Her vision was blurred from swest.
"Havent gotten thet far yet," he said.
The APC rocked. Billie looked back at the sensor and then screamed.

"Jesus—" said Wilks. A giant, dripping aien grin appeared on the other side of the kleersted. The
creature lifted huge, clawed hands up to the window, and with amuffled shriek plunged its head through
the shield. The clear metd shattered inward, Sporayed everywhere asthe aien reached for Billie—

Ripley fdl into the shalow water, grunted, and jumped up into a crouch. Shetried to look in al
directions a once, managed one; there was no immediate danger.

She didn't believe that the drones would have |eft their queen unprotected, but the only motion
around her was the gently swaying ocean.

Doesn't mean it's going to stay that way ...

All of her senseswerein overdrive. The putrid odor of the planet, combined with the heat and
gravity, made her dizzy. Along with the fading sound of the APC, there was only the dosh of the water
againg her legs. Thefierce winds had suddenly dwindled to dmost nothing.

An dien's cry echoed through the dead air, but it came from the direction of the retreeting transport.

Sheturned and faced the cluster of nests. "If sjust you and me, now," she said.

Wilks grabbed for hisweapon.

The cresture dready had its claws on Billie. It hissed, its decayed bresth filling the air asWilks
came up with his carbine. Everything was mired in time, creaking forward in dow motion and thick

gravity....



Too late, too late, hisbrain chanted.

The explosion thundered in his ears. The drone seemed to fly backward with a cry of rage and
pain. Acid spattered, bubbled and smoked on the shards of kleersted!.

Adcox stepped forward, weapon extended. The alien was gone.

"Oh, shit," sadBillie

"Okay?' said Adcox.

Billielooked down at her ripped shirt and then back at the lieutenant. "Y eah.”
Wilks exhaled heavily and checked the motion sensor. "One down," he said.

Hot, noxious air washed over them. Billie had asmall cut on her left arm from the kleersted, but
that wasit. That they hadn't been drenched with the bug's acid was amazing....

Timeto think about it later, Wilkstold himself. He glanced at the APC readout to see the core
temperature fill risng.

"Keegp your eyeon that thing," he said.
If thereisalater, hethought.
* % %
Ripley dowly splashed toward the orbs. She heard shotsin the distance.

"Bet we got one of your babies," she said. Her muscles were sore from the gravity; it fdt likea
hundred kilos had been strapped to each limb. Even breathing was an effort. But she could feel the
queen, the powerful auraof the bitch—

Water splashed behind her. Ripley spun, raised her weapon—
The drone was still twenty meters away. It screamed, opened its javs—

Ripley pulled the trigger, fired aquick burst at the massive target's chest. The running cresture
stopped dead, its abdomen peeled outward by the explosive force of the rounds. It fell into the water,
hissing like a punctured air tank. The wave motion rocked Ripley's legs and she fought to maintain
balance. The noise of the shots hurt her ears. Should have worn plugs—

Another shriek to her |eft. She turned again. This one was closer and moved at incredible speed,
eveninthe heavy gravity.

Shefired twice.

Thegiant dien fell backward, itstaloned feet in the air for asecond beforeit rolled over. Thething's
jointed tail flailed up and then lashed into the water beforeit lay still. Speckles of liquid splashed Ripley's
fece.

She crouched for aminute and listened: only the sizzle of dien blood asit dispersed into the water.
She faced the nest.

"Isthat the best you can do?" she said, breathing hard. "Those are your chosen protectors?”



Silence

"Why don't you show yourself?* Ripley whacked the arm of her mechanica suit againgt one of the
connecting cords. It rippled and swayed dightly. Shefelt abitter anger rise up....

"What the fuck isthis? Why don't you come out here and tell me?"

She hit the cord again and moved closer to the center orb.

"Explain the crew of the Nostromo. The Sulaco. Explain Earth! Explain my daughter, you bitch!™
Ripley waited, bresthing hard.

Suddenly, the huge sphere jerked. The trand ucent goo quivered. A long crack appeared at the top
of thething, pulsing dightly. It started opening.

Ripley tapped her 'com, never taking her eyes off of the nest. "Kurtz, thisisRipley," shesad
quickly. "Zero my position and get your asses here.”

Brewster's fuzzy voice spokeinto her ear. "'l told Wilks, the wind—"
"Thewind has died down. Get that ship over my coordinates, now."

As she spoke, a blackness started to move up from the orb. A glossy, elongated shape, a skull
eadly two metersin length, raised up. Three clawed digits wrapped over thelip of the crack, and then
another three. The queen dowly pulled hersdf up. She hissed at Ripley, drool faling from her jawsas she
unfurled hersdlf from her home.

The queen. The mamaof dl mamas. Cometo recelve her vigtor.

Shewas at least eight meterslong, her whipping, bony tail making her eight more. Her comb was
deek and wet. Several of her vertebrae arched outward like spines, ran down her back like arow of
fingers. She had four arms. She was the biggest living cregture Ripley had ever seen, tdler than the
elephant she'd seen in the zoo as akid. Jesus.

The queen ducked her head forward and down, craned her obscene skull to get a better look at
what had disturbed her.

"That'sright,” said Ripley. She backed away from the advancing creature. "Come on out and have
alook."

"Core temperature's going up. Mdtdown in— seven minutes,” said Billie. Her body was il
shaking, but she had managed to control the worst of it.

"We're taking more than meltdown,” said Wilks. "When that core burnsthrough to the liquid fuel
chamber, we'relooking at an explosion.”

"Gee, and everything'sbeen going great so far,” Char said.

Wilks pushed at the controls and then sighed. "Well, the engine and the whedls ftill work," he said.
"That meansthisthing probably keegpsrolling until it blows. Timeto leave this party; well have to make
the drop site on foot.”



"That's fucked,” Char said.
"Take dl the ammunition you can carry and move out. Unless you want to cook here.”
"New readings at the outer perimeter,” Billie said.

She sguinted at the motion sensor and then tapped the side of it, hard. 'Theré'sa wall of them,
Wilkd"

Even as she spoke, adozen or so lights flashed on the screen.

"What—7?' Char said. "They're running past usl"

"Mamaiscdling her children,” Wilkssaid.

Billie could barely fathom the number of moving creatures it would take to give that reading.
"There must be thousands," she said. Her ssomach knotted tighter. "Ripley."

"She'll do what she hasto,” said Wilks. He stood and walked to the back.

Billie and Char both looked through the open shield for afew seconds, the choking air fetid against
their faces. The army of drones moved toward them like a sheet of rain, closer and closer. Dozensran
past the APC, headed back to the queen. Billie could hear their shrieks over the risng whine of the
transport.

"It'samost certain suicide to get out,” Char said. "And what happened to the nice breeze we had?'

"We know it'ssuicideto stay,” Billie said. "Maybe the bastards are on autopilot or something and
they won't even notice us.”

Without another word, they walked back to Falk and Wilks. The two men handed them |loaded
weapons and extra clips. They al moved to the rear hatch.

"Conserve ammo,” said Wilks, "and fire only at targets coming at us. Stay close.”

Billie searched for something to say, somelast words, but there was nothing. Wilks hit the button
and jumped, dipped, landed on his shoulder with a splash.

A chorus of howlswent up al around the APC as Billie took a breath and leaped.

Ripley continued to back away from the hissng queen. It seemed like along fucking time before
she heard a noise that drowned the bitch out.

The sound of the Kurtz moving in overhead was sweet music.

"Well bring her inaslow aswe can,” crackled Brewster through her ‘com, "and then—holy shit."
"Quitethe prize," said Ripley. "Open the containment chamber and get closeto me."

"Yeah," said Brewdter. "But if that wind picksup again ..."

The queen refocused her attention on the thundering ship. She backed away from Ripley astep and
let out a high-pitched, mewling noise.



"Pretty ship,” said Ripley. "Seethe nice, pretty ship." She darted her gaze quickly to the
descending Kurtz and then back to the queen. "Bitch want to go for aride on the pretty ship?"

The queen didn't offer areply.
"Closer, Brewster, come on."
The queen took another step backward, wagged her huge head, looked at Ripley, then the ship.

The KurtZ's cargo bay was directly over her, the hatch open. Keeping her weapon pointed at the
gueen, Ripley held her other arm up. The clamp on the suit opened and then closed on metd.

She pulled hersdf up. It took atremendous effort. Her arm felt like it was going to jerk out of its
socket, even with the suit's augmentation.

The dien watched but didn't try to follow her.

Asbig asthe ship was, Ripley couldn't believe the monster was afraid. Curious, perhaps, but the
goddamned things never seemed to be afraid of anything.

Ripley sdled into the dock on her elbows, scrabbled forward on her knees.
She stood and looked down at the queen.

The creature hissed at her. All of her metdlic teeth glinted wetly in thedim light.
Ripley smiled. "Perfect, Brewster. Hold here for aminute.”

She retrained her weapon at the closest orb and fired.

The queen screamed as pieces of her nest flew. Ripley kept the trigger depressed, sent a steady
stream of bulletsinto the orb. Bits of the weird, fleshy materid dropped into the water and sank.

She released the trigger. The queen turned from the remains of her broken home and howled in
anger. Shelooked a Ripley.

She knows I'm doing it, Ripley thought. Knows what a gun is even though she's never seen one
before.

Watchthis,
Ripley amed at the next orb and opened fire. With ashriek, the queen legped &t her.

Ripley stumbled backward as the queen extended her huge clawstoward the dick aloy. Thedien
grasped at the edge of the door's frame and caught hold.

"Up, now, up!" Ripley screamed into the ‘com.

The Kurtz lifted.

The queen pulled hersdlf into the dock as Ripley ran toward the inner door.
"Sedl the outer hatch!”

The queen screamed a sound of absolute fury as she started toward Ripley.



Ripley spun back to look at the queen and the nearly closed hatch. She had to be sure—

The queen's dark tail lashed out and the tip of it reached Ripley by the door. It thrashed down,
thumped againgt the protecting bars of the mechano suit, bent the metal and stacked carbon fibers,
smashed into Ripley's skull. The force of the blow knocked her sprawling.

The chamber washed out. Tiny bursts of light flashed around the howling dien. Ripley shook her
head as the queen turned away from her, leaped at the hatch, and pounded on it. The trapped monster
screamed for her freedom.

The shrill sound faded as Ripley scrabbled backward and the world went to gray.

* * %

Wilks, Billie, Adcox, and Falk stood in acircle and faced outward. Scores of the drones |oped
past them without stopping, splashed through the shallow water toward their mother. If the cloying,
chemical stench of rot, the heavy air, and the heat weren't bad enough, hundreds of the nightmare
creatures streamed past them, making it closer to hell than Wilks ever thought held be.

Someone fired from behind him. Aliens screamed and hissed and kept running.
One of the drones veered toward him, reached out, claws hooked—
Wilks squeezed the trigger and sprayed the dien with ashort burst.

Thething fell into the water. Three or four of the bugs stumbled over the dead creature but kept
running.

Another monster howled, lunged at Wilks. Hefired again.
Fak cursed steadily behind him as more of the creatures stopped and were killed.

Wilks knew they would never make the drop Site. There was no way they could move amidst the
army of mindless bugs and keep themselves covered. He amed at one of the grinning drones asit |ooked
intheir direction and squeezed off asingle round. The dien's head exploded. It collgpsed into the water,
which bubbled madly now with the acidic blood of its brothers.

"We're not going to makeit!" Billie shouted.

Wilks pointed hisweapon at another one and fired. "Five more minutes and the APC will
detonate," he called back. "WEell fucking take them with ud"

He sgueezed the trigger over and over and hoped that their ammo would last until the white heat of
the APCendedit all....

The queen'stail lashed a Ripley'sleg, dapped it hard enough to move the pain from her head. Her
eyes snapped open. She had crumpled againgt the wall next to the door when—

My head, shethought. The queen il thrashed wildly at the outer hatch, but it wasn't giving.
Ripley hit the button that would get her out of danger. The door into the APC bay did open.

At the sound, the queen turned. With her tail coiled behind her, she prepared to leap—



Ripley fell into the clean air of the dock and jerked her legs after her. Moto stood there, welder in
hand.

“Quick!"

Moto dammed the control. The door closed a split second before the queen barrdled into it. A
muffled pounding started on the other side, but the reinforced metal held.

Ripley leaned againgt the wall and watched Moto seal the entry. She never thought she would think
the canned air of the ship was swest, but it was, shewas dive—!

And the queen was herd
"Going for aride, bitch."

M cQuade stepped forward and helped Ripley pull off theleggings of the suit. "Christo, Ripley, you
didit!" hesad.

Ripley winced as he pulled the metd boot off her eft leg. ™Y eah. Hurry, we haveto go get the
otherd"

Moto finished the door and stood. She and M cQuade exchanged alook.
"Cant," said McQuade. "Brewster sayswe're getting the hell out of here.”

"What are you talking about?' said Ripley. "They're dead?' She suddenly felt dizzy and pressed a
hand to her forehead.

"No. The APC's gone criticd—it'll blow in afew minutes. The squad's pinned down in one of the
narrow valeys, and Brewster said it'stoo tight for pickup—"

Ripley ran to the sairs before M cQuade finished. Moto and the captain followed. She clambered
up, ignored her body's mute cries of pain as she climbed into the control room.

Brewster and Tully sat at the console, expressonsgrim.
"Ripley," said Brewdter. "Glad youre—"
"Get to those people, now!™”

"Look, theré'sno way! | wish to God there was, but the wind isrising, there's no goddamn room,
andnotime!"

"Find away," shesad. "If wedie, wedie. What if it was you down there?’
Brewster frowned. "Listen—" he began.

"No, you listen. You takeit back or | will." Shewas till in thetop half of the suit and the servos
whined as she snapped the grippers shuit.

He blew out abig breath. "Fuck it." He nodded. "Okay," he said. "Hold on."

* % %

"Lessthan ahundred rounds herel” Char yelled.



Falk cursed and threw hisweapon down. "Dry!"

Billie moved closer to him and covered. Her head ached and pounded with the endless sound of
explosions and shrieks. The air beat down on her, the world had become screams and death and it was
too much trouble just to stand up—

She hoped Ripley had made it, that it wasn't al for nothing. Shefelt tearsroll down her cheeks. A
huge emptiness opened inside her gut as she took out another of the davering diens. She had been here
before and she hadn't gotten used to it, but she wasn't as afraid as she had been the last time. Fuck it.

The creatures suddenly scattered, backed away from their smal group. Hundreds of them howled
at once, reached their arms up to the sky. It was deafening. Billie turned to Wilks, confused—

He pointed upward, atight grin on his scarred face.
The Kurtzl She hadn't heard the engines, her ears overwhemed with the dien shrieks and gunfire.
Wilks grabbed her roughly, jerked her from under the drop path of the approaching ship.

The diens screamed, ran toward the descending vessal. Dozens of them were crushed into the
murky liquid, smashed into the mud under the weight.

The planet rumbled beneath her feet. A wave of the foul ocean rose up, knocked into them at chest
levd. Char fell, but Falk caught her; Wilks kept an arm around Billie and leaned into the wave. Hefired
at adrone that ran toward them.

The APC bay door was open. Ripley and Moto stood on either side of the dock, holding on to
meta struts. They pointed wegpons past the four of them and fired continuoudly.

Billie and Wilks ran toward the dock. Billie saw Ripley, was relieved to see she was okay. But then
Ripley's mouth formed into a scream. Asthey stumbled into the bay, Billie looked over her shoulder. The
aienswere running into the suppressive fire and faling to the sides of the ship by the score. Falk was
right behind them, but—

One of the drones had grabbed Char. She had fallen forward, with an dien right behind her. Asin
some vicious parody of sex, it pushed againgt her, shoved her face into the water. Billie saw it plungea
claw through the back of Char's neck, watched it force her head back up. Her blood was startlingly red
againg the gray water. Her head flopped to the side, hung by shreds of her flesh.

Thedien'scry of triumph was short as bullets cut it in half—but Charlene Adcox was dead.

Hundreds of the drones threw themselves at the closing lock as Ripley and Moto hosed their fire
through the narrowing gap. Just before it shut completely, alunging cresture stuck one clawed hand into
the bay. Thelock cycled shut and cut two of the drone's fingers off. They sizzled and hissed on the floor
of the ship, burned smoking cratersin theflooring.

They were all pressed to the floor of the dock as the ship suddenly bounced and rocketed upward.

"Brace yourselves—the APC will blow in afew secondd” Ripley ydled. The words sounded far
away. Wilks had hooked one arm around ametal beam and held tightly to Billie with the other.

Billie didn't hear the explosion, but the ship rocked violently around them. It tilted to one side,
yawed impossibly. Billie and Wilks crashed sddong into the wall.



And then it was over. The Kurtz straightened itself, smoothed out. Only the drone of the engines
broke the silence.

Billietook a huge gulp of air and began to sob against Wilkss chest. He stroked her hair gently and
didn't let go.

"It's okay. We madeit. It's okay."
Once again they had outrun degth.
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Wilks pushed the gray bar up with agrunt and dowly lowered it to his chest. He exhded, raised it
agan.

Hewas donein the Kurtz's smal gym. Falk had been there when he had walked in; the big man
had nodded at him once, acknowledged his presence without aword, and left for the showers. Wilks

understood. Their success with the capture was overshadowed by the deaths of three good people. No
one wanted to talk about it.

The decision to put off deepdeep for afew days hadn't needed discussion; they were only one day
from the mother's planet and the crew needed time to digest what had happened. Time didn't movein
deep, after dl.

Wilks set the bar back on lock and stood, reached for the smaller hand weights to work his pecs.
Hewas dready on his second set; his muscles trembled dightly as he extended his arms and brought
them in. But the body fatigue could be ignored. Concentrating on workouts hel ped, alittle. The sweat
that dripped from his skin washed away some of the fedlings. Anger. Sorrow. The guilt that had chased
him for so long, that he was ill dive, for what it wasworth. A career marine who would never make it
past sergeant, who couldn't save the people who looked to him—

Billie had holed up in her quarters alone. Wilks had gone to see her the night before and again this
morning and had brought her something to et.

She had been listless, unresponsive. Her initia outburst of tearsin the APC dock hadn't been
repeated. He had searched for something to say to drive that haunted look from her eyes, but what? He
could amost see her replay the death of the lieutenant over and over as she stared at the wall. Her friend.
Her friend who she undoubtedly had felt responsiblefor.

Wilks had saved Billie'slife more than once, and she his—but to save her from guilt? That was
more than he could do for himsalf. So he sat and watched her until the frustration had been so great that
he had excused himsdlf, come here.

Coward, hismind whispered. Fucking coward.
Another part of him spoke up. Hey, I'mnot a shrink! I'mjust a marine....
Yeeh. Right

He sighed heavily and moved back to the leg machine. Maybe athird set would pound hisbrain



into submisson.

Billie sat on her bed and tried not to think. They were in space, the mother dien was quiet in the
hold, they were on their way to kill the brood on Earth and save Amy—

—who is probably dead, like Char, like Carvey and Dunston, killed, murdered, dead—

She pressed her hands to her forehead and waited for tears to come. No chance. She didn't
deserve the release, and the sadness was too big. That they had been so close to the Kurtz, inchesfrom

sy ..

Carvey and Dunston, too. Brewster's best friend and the man who had been a teacher, who had
convinced her that he had made a choice. To die. She hadn't known either of them aswell as she had
Char. Charlene. Billie had asked her on the trip that had cost her her life.

Wilks had been to see her, twice. She had tried to eat after he had gone, but the food stuck in her
throat. Wilkss usualy unreadable face had spoken plenty. She knew that he wanted to help, to makeit
better for her, but of course there was nothing to be said. They dl had their own guilt.

Dylan Brewster had come last night after Wilks had gone, to explain that it should have been him,
not Carvey. That Carvey had never been a"red" marine—hisfriend had been akid at heart, eager to
please. Hell, Carvey had only come on thistrip because of Brewster—

Billie understood his pain, but was donein her own.
She had not asked him to stay.

Shetried to be objective, to tell hersalf that Char had made her own decison. That was true—and
it didn't matter, because she was gone.

Sheld thought she had come for Amy, but it was redlly about saving hersaf. Char Adcox had come
to ded with her own loss, and Billi€'s reasons seemed selfish in comparison. Would the end justify the
means? How could she know? Maybe the aiens were meant to have Earth; who was she to fuck with
fate?

Billielay down and pulled the coverlet up to her chin. Maybe later she would go talk to Ripley. But
not now.

Ripley st leaning againg the dock wall next to the containment chamber and listened. Every now
and then the queen rustled, adiding, clicking noise as she moved her sharp body againgt the smooth,
dloyed interior of her prison.

Ripley had spent most of the night here; the queen had eventualy tired of pounding and screaming
in the early hours of morning. Ripley checked the navigational comp and set McQuade to work on
repairs—the damage to the Kurtz had been minima. Jonestried to get her to mediab, but she wasfine,
And she had wanted to listen to the queen beat uselesdy against the wallsfor awhile.

Ripley was sorry about the deaths of Dunston and Carvey and Adcox; they had all died to get the
gueen to the Kurtz, and she knew that alarge part of the responsibility was on her shoulders. But she
would have died, too, had it been called for. To wipe out the murderous breed, the bitch queen who had



caused the degths of so many ...

The flegting desire sheld had to blow the queen into amillion pieces when she could have was
nothing compared to her hatred. The rage was hot and temporary; her hatred was cold and hard and
forever. The bastards extermination would vindicate all she had become.

Sheknew that living alife for revenge was not a hedlthy way to exist. Shedidn't care. Thiswas
right, shefdt it stronger with every passing moment; each hour was astep closer to fulfillment.

The empty bay infront of her suddenly doubled. Ripley blinked severa times. The doublevision
Cleared.

Her head till ached where the bitch'stall had dapped her, but it was minor. The huge bruise on her
leg dready seemed to be fading. She wasjust tired, and hadn't esten lately—

The thought of food and deep was appealing. She stood and walked away from the door to the
chamber.

"Later, you shit," she called out over her shoulder.

As she garted toward the airs, she noticed that the ship seemed to tilt dightly to the right She
frowned and paused, reached one hand out to touch the wall. The gravity wasn't supposed to flicker like
that, she thought, taking another step toward the ladder. Suddenly, she fdlt like she was standing on the
wall. Sheleaned into it, tried to right the effect.

"Tully!" she shouted.

No response.

Something was horribly wrong. She saw the alarm button on the wall and reached for it.
Why hasn't it gone off already—"?

It was her last thought as she hit the button and the lights went ouit.
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Billie sat dlently in the mess hall with the others. After McQuade's short rundown of the Kurtz
repairs, there didn't seem to be much to say.

They waited to hear Jones's voice over the 'com—or better, to see Ripley walk into the room.

An hour ago, the dert horn had snapped Billie awake and she had run into the corridor, prepared
to hear the queen'sfury erupting from the lower deck. The darm had shut off seconds|ater, and Ana
Moto had ‘commed shipwide to report that she'd found Ripley unconscious and carried her to medical.

They had al goneto the messhal to wait it out.

Moto gppeared afew minutes later and told them that the doctor was running afull diagnostic and
would cal when he knew.



Billiefelt sotired that it was al she could do to keep her eyes open. Thetension in the room only
made her more exhausted. When would it stop? Now it was Ripley who could be dying, the woman she
had grown to respect and admire and care about—

Wilks sat beside her and drank coffee. Asusud, hisexpresson reveded little. Billie was envious of
his control. Nothing seemed to affect him for more than afew seconds; he reacted, then just dedlt with
what there was.

In comparison, shewas achild, chronologicaly and emotionaly. Her inner cries of unfairnesswere
petty and pointless. And they changed nothing....

Billie chewed at her lip and waited.

Wilkstoyed with his coffee cup, aware that it was agood timeto talk to Billie. He was concerned
about Ripley, but Joneswas the expert. There was nothing he could do there. Probably not afuck of a
lot he could do here, either.

Billie tared blankly at the table, asif watching a holo. Even when Budler had been left on Spearss
planetoid, she'd been ableto talk about it. Sort of.

When Moto and Falk started a conversation across the room, he was ready.
"How areyou doing?'
"Fing" shereplied, voice dull.

"I'm sorry about Adcox," he said. No answer. "1 wish she were here. | wish | could've traded
placeswith her."

Billielooked at him. "Why?It's not your fault."”

"After Ripley left, | wasin charge of the APC. | wasresponsible.”

"Y ou didn't make her come here, Wilks! I—" She stumbled on her words, stopped.
Wilks put his hand on her shoulder. Y ou didn't either,” he said.

Hefdt out of place trying to comfort her, but he couldn't stand the look on her face—it reflected
how he felt most of the time. He had learned how to hideit, but it was till there. She hurt. He knew.

Sherelaxed alittleinto his hand.
"It'sredly not your fault, Billie. Y ou didn't make these things."

She looked away for along time, and finally, she nodded. Her gaze turned to his, her eyes bright
with tears, and she nodded again. "No," she said shakily. "I didn't."

Wilksfdt hisown tight gut loosen abit. It was a start Maybe he hadn't fucked up so bad after al—
"Hey, folks" the'com crackled. "Y ou there?'
It was Jones.

Tully called back. "What isit? How isshe?'



Everyonein the room faced the wall ‘com. Wilkstightened his hand on Billie's shoulder.
"She's okay," said Jones. "Good as new in no time."

Fak and Moto jumped up, grinning. M cQuade clapped his hand on the edge of his chair and
laughed.

Wilks amiled at Billie, whose entire body relaxed as she started to cry. This crew hardly knew each
other in redl time, but Wilkswas asrdlieved as anybody. Ripley was specid. Hell, they were dl specid.
He put hisarm around her and she leaned on him, tears flowing. She would cry more about this, he
understood. There wasrelief, and then there was I etting go. Not something he had alot of practice at
himsdlf.

Ripley swam up out of the murk dowly. Someone spoke nearby. She wastired, her head hurt—
"...now, innotime" said the voice. Far away, someone laughed. Ripley struggled to open her eyes.
"What happened?’ That voice was distant, tinny—

The closer voice spoke again. " She sustained ahead injury a some point, probably got hit by the
queen.”

Ripley faded out again. Too hard to concentrate. But then—"queen.” Queen. She felt her hands
clench, hard. Wake up. Wake up.

"... no cerebrospind draining, no fracture. | was worried about hemorrhage, but there's no signs of
that Mogtly fatigue, | think. Mild concussion. She's pretty tough. Tougher than shelooks."

Jones. She was on the Kurtz, in medlab, and the queen—

Ripley groaned and rolled her head. She opened her eyes.

Jones stood by awall ‘com. He glanced a her and checked his watch.

"Oops. | have apatient to attend to. I'll let you know when she fedslike visitors."

Ripley cringed as shelooked around. Cold room, funny smell, shiny instruments. It scared her and
shedidn't know why.

"Where's the queen?’ she said. Her throat was dry.

"L ocked up in the containment area. Don't worry. Nothing happened, you just passed out,” he said.
"Everyoneisfine" He got her aglass of water from the dispenser and held her head up so she could
drink.

"How long?"' shesaid, lying back.
" About twenty minutes since Moto found you."

Ripley started to Sit up. "No offense, Jones, but | don't do doctors. I'd like to go back to my
quarters”

"I'd rather you stay here—"



"I'd rather | didn't. I'mfine, right?" She swung her legs over the edge of the table and paused for a
moment, head pounding. She had to get out of thisawful room—

"All right," he said. "But let me help you. Y ou're going to need to be looked at when we get back to
Gateway; | don't have any training in your type. | mean, | wouldn't have even known without the blood
sample”

Ripley stood and pulled away from Jones's outstretched hand.

"What are you taking about? | thought you said | was okay."

"Y eah, you're okay. I'm redly impressed, in fact. So closg, yet so far gpart.”
"Jones," she started, exasperated. "What's your point?”

"Don't upset yoursdlf, Ripley. You'refine, but you do need to rest. | just don't understand why you
never told me. | mean, what if 1'd had to do an emergency procedure? Blood transfusion or like that?"

"A-pogitive" shesad. "Dont you haveit?'

Jones grinned at her. "Y eah, but you don't. And you don't have RH factors anyway. Although as
advanced asyou are, | wouldn't be surprised. I'd never have known without the microscope; even the
color isperfect. Pretty amazing. Come on, let me help you to your—"

"What the hell are you talking about?'Advanced as| am'?"

'Y eah, I'd heard they were pushing the envelope in the AP labs before the monsters landed, but you
are o closeit's hard to believe—"

Shegot it. It was abad joke. She dapped hishand away, furious. "Y ou're an asshole, Jones! This
isnot funny. Who the hell do you think you are? Not funny at all. Chrig!"

Hisgrin melted. "Ripley," he said, eyeswide. "Oh, God. Y ou didn't know?'Y ou mean—how could
you not know? Shit, I'm sorry—I thought—"

Hefdtered. His dark features were amask of embarrassment. Ripley felt her own anger subside a
little as she watched the truth on hisface. Sheleaned heavily againgt thewall.

No, no, it, I—can't be, no, shethought. Thisisanother bad dream, another nightmare. This can't
betrue. It can't be. I'm human! Not—not—

An android.

Wilks opened his door to an exhausted-looking Ripley.
"l know it'slate, but can| talk to you for aminute?!

"Y eah, sure. How are you fedling? Wethought ..." Hetrailed off as she brushed past him and sat on
the edge of his bed, head down. She ran her hands through her mussed hair. Her shoulders were tense



and there were dark smears beneath her eyes. Her face was ashen.

She looked up a Wilkswith an expression that he couldn't quite place. Something like—fear?
Shame?

"What'sgoing on, Ripley?"

"1 know that no oneisofficidly in charge of thisthing, but everyone haslooked to methisfar," she
said. She seemed to stare through him, asif she were reciting to awall.

"That'sright,” he said carefully. "And you've done agood job."
"Well, | quit. It'syours, Wilks. | want you tofinishit."
She stood up asif the conversation was finished and stepped toward the door.

"Hold on a second, Ripley—what's going on here? Y ou just got out of medicd, you look like hell,
and now you want to drop responsibility for our little ssowaway on me? How hard did you get knocked
on the skull?' He grinned to lighten the tone, but he was surprised.

"It's not open to discussion, Wilks. Look, if you don't want to doit, talk to McQuade, or Moto, or
anyone. | don't care. But I'm out.” Her cheekswere flushed, but Wilks still couldn't pin down the
emotion,

"Why?"' hesaid. "Can you tell methat? What happened?

Ripley dropped her gaze and seemed to shrink. She didn't say anything, but she didn't moveto
leave, either.

Wilkswaited, confused. Since day one this had been Ripley's baby. She'd brought the queen
onboard single-handedly, and if it hadn't been for her, he and Billie and Falk would be atomic dust—if
the aliens hadn't gotten to them first.

"l just had along conversation with Jones,” she said finally. Her voice was dow and measured and
shewouldn't meet hiseyes. "I'm asynthetic, Wilks. Fake." She crossed her arms and looked at him, face
blank. "I'm not human, and | didn't even know it."

Wilkslooked at her for afew beats asit sank in. An android? He took a deep bregth. "Are you
ure?!

" Jones showed me the blood samples; we ran through the tests. Y eah, I'm sure." She pressed the
hed of her hand to her forehead, eyes closed.

"Not to make light of it, Ripley, but so fucking what?Y ou've gotten usthisfar, and—"

"Don't you get it?" Her voice was high and shaky. "Who knows what my agendais—I| may have
been programmed with thisidea by some company that wants a specimen to study. What if I'm set up to
kill dl of you when we get to Earth?" Shelowered her voice. "I'm not trustworthy.”

"Can you, uh, access your program?"'

"No. Apparently I'm too advanced. No mechanicals, no input or export jacks." Her voice was
charged with bitter self-disgust. " Jones said he never would have known without amicroscan. | can pass
for human right down to the microscopic leve."



Wilksfrowned. "l seeyour point,” he said. "But no shit, | don't think it makes adifference. You
couldve left usto die back there, you could have killed us already—and who's |eft on Earth to study
anything?' He paused for amoment. "I think wherever your agenda came from, it'sagood one. And if
the only way to tell iswith amicroscan, what is the difference?"

Ripley waked to the door and pushed it open.
"The differenceisme," she said. She stepped into the corridor.

Wilkslooked at the half-open door. Jesus and Buddha. How would everyone e se take this?
Finding out that what they thought was human—

Billie, hethought. Ripley obvioudy wasn't dedling too well with this. Maybe Billie would have
something to say about it; she had loved Bueller even after she had found out the truth....

Wilkswent to find her.

Billie knocked at Ripley's door and waited. There was no response. The Kurtzs heat had cycled
down for the standard night; Billie folded her armstightly againgt the chilly air. She knocked again, softer
thistime.

Maybe she's adeep, shethought. Good.

She waited another moment and then walked back to her quarters. Wilks stood up when she
stepped into her room.

"She'sadeep,” sad Billie.
"Or just not answering,” he said. "Maybe you can talk to her tomorrow."
There didn't seem to be much elseto say. Heleft, went back to his own cubicle. Billie went to hers.

Billiewastired, but there was too much going on to think about deeping yet. She sat down on the
edge of her bed.

What would she have said to Ripley? What could she say?

Oh, sorry, Ripley, that's tough. You know, | was in love with a soldier once, and it turned out
he wasn't real either. | was hurt when | found out—I guess| felt betrayed....

That would be very helpful.

Billie exhded dowly and lay back. She stared &t the ceiling and tried to spot flaws in the smooth
plastic paneling as her mind wandered.

Mitch had been capable of love; she believed that now. But by the time she had redized it, she and
Wilks had already been on Spears's ship.

Did knowing about Ripley change anything? Billie thought about the misson so far. From the sart,
Ripley had been totally committed to destroying the creatures—no, her respect for Ripley was solid.

Since Billie had known her, Ripley hadn't seemed to need anyone. But it sounded like she could use
some support now. In away, she suddenly seemed more rea—



More human, shethought. Theway Mitch had beenin that find transmission.

Billie knew al about the preudices that people till held about synthetics; it was hard for someto
talk to machines and feel comfortable.

Was Mitch just a machine? Is Ripley?

After Mitch, she had adifferent perspective on things. And thiswas about perspective. Ripley
wasn't born in the usua way, but did that make her soulless? Or any less vauable as abeing? Where
could you draw the line?

Findly Billie dept. She dreamed of questions with no answers.
Ripley finaly acknowledged her hunger when it became gpparent that it wasn't going to go away.
Fine, shethought, I'm hungry. Big deal.

It was late morning. She had dept for dmost ten hours and had awakened il tired. Shelay in bed,
eyes closed.

It was dl she could think about, and yet there was nothing to think. How could she fed? And what
did it matter? Her fedingswere smulated, false.

At least somethings were clearer now. Her lapse of time after the Sulaco. The absence of dreams
sincethen. And theintense distrust of doctors—obvioudy a programmed measure to avoid the truth.
Can't let them go poking around in you, they'll figureit out.

The why was eusive, and maybe it was pointless besides. All of her beliefswerein question;
androids were not to be trusted, they could betray themselves completely. It wastheir nature. Theway
she had been betrayed ...

The synthetic on the Nostromo had been a murderer who had posed as afriend. Bishop had been
okay, but—

Ripley frowned. There had even been something about Bishop that was dl wrong, some dudity,
athough she couldn't quite remember—

There was aknock at the door.
"Ripley?If sBillie. Can | comein?'

Ripley's heart tightened. Billie. The young woman had shown alot of courage through al of this.
Ripley had been proud of her.

Funny, shethought. How human of me.
"Not now, Billie"
"It1l only take aminute! Wilkswantsto go into degpdeep tonight, and—"

"Go away, Billie. I don't want company.” The mere thought of talking about it made Ripley more
exhausted.



Therewas ahestation. Ripley imagined Billie standing there, searching for magic words: Nobody
cares, shewould say, really, it's okay—

Theideaof Billie pitying her made her fed sck. And thefedling wasn't evenred.
Damn.
"Not now."

She heard Billiewak away. She was glad to hear that the others were going into deepdeep; she
wanted to beleft done.

Ripley's somach growled noisily; she pulled her kneesto her chest and willed it al to go away.
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Wilksfelt great. He sat up in the chamber and looked around at the cold, deeping forms of the
others. He was surprised at the lack of usua side effects, but only vaguely. What mattered was how he
felt.

He pulled on his clothes and grinned at the warm, easy strength in hisbody. He felt fucking terrific.
But it was more than that. There was something—

Absolution, he thought. It waswhat he had wanted for so long that it had no longer seemed
possible. And it didn't seem the dightest bit odd that he had awakened that way; it was about
goddamned time. It was like a sense of peace had flowered in him in deep, aknowledge that everything
wasfindly asit should be....

Helaughed out loud as he walked to the stairs. For years he had carried so much, the guilt and
torment of the past had weighed so heavy on his shoulders. And for what? It was gone, released into the
void of space. There was nothing to wonder at; he was free!

A coal voice spoke gently in hismind, led him through this—revelaion. Freedom, it said softly, the
key—

Only onething left to do. He descended the steps and walked through the APC dock; his feet
bardly touched the metal. So much of hislife wasted! But everything was okay now....

He stepped to the door of the containment chamber and reached for the controls, asif in adream.
Freedom, life, release—

A flood of warmth and peace washed over him as his hand hovered near the button. The fedings
became inggtent, stronger.

Let it go, let me go—
Wait. Wilks pulled his hand back, suddenly unsure. What mattered? Where was—
LET ME GO—



A sense of great power and awful dread coursed through him. He staggered back, away from the
door. He was an empty space, overwhelmed abruptly with sorrow, despair.

But it was there! hismind screamed. That beautiful cam, that—
Release, freedom—The voice glittered softly with promise. And love.

All he had to do was punch the button.

Wilks crumpled against the wall and wept for thefirst time since he was achild.

Billie stood in the APC dock. It was cold and the lights were low. She was supposed to meet
someone there, but she couldn't recall—

"Billig"

The muffled voice came through thewall of the containment chamber. The voice that she had
known and loved.

"Billiel It'sme, Mitch!"

She started toward the door; an inkling of hope welled inside her chest.

"Mitch?' Her voice broke dightly.

"Y eah. Open up, Billie! | loveyou.”

She stopped afew meters away. Her smile faded. No. There was no possible way—
"Billie! Billie, if sChar! Oh, God, don't let it get me, Billie, oh, please, no—"

How could she have thought it was Mitch? Char wasin trouble, and Billie wasresponsible! Sheran
to the door and reached for the button. But—

Char isdead.
"Dont let it kill me, oh, Billie, don't do thisto me, open the door!"

"Youredead," Billiesaid softly. "You aren't in there." She pulled her trembling hands away from the
controls.

"You'reright," said the voice on the other side. "And | might aswell be dead. Y ou don't give a shit,
Billie; it'sdl about you. Leave me here. None of it matters.”

It wasRipley.

"No," said Billie. Thiswasal wrong! "Ripley, | care about you! | want to help, don't you know
that? Let me help you—"

Ripley sounded hopeless, logt. "Y ou won't even talk to me, Billie. | thought you were my friend,
but, no, you would leave meto diein here—"

"No! I—" Why couldn't she open the door?"Ripley, | can't! There's something in there—"



The queen. Theredization hit her full force. Shefdl back from the door asit dl cameclear and a
chorus of voices called out, begging—

"Le&t me out—"
"l loveyou—"
"Please, no—"

Behind it dl there was ascreaming cry that harmonized with the pleadings of her lost friends. A
powerful music, full of now-strident chords, pounding, thundering ...

It surged over her like a soundful tide and washed everything with gelid darkness....

Ripley sat with her back to the chamber door, the carbine locked and loaded across her l1ap. The
crew had been adeep for two days. She would join them soon, but for now she sat. Waiting ...

She had spent the first day dternately deeping and eeting. The idea of ending it had surfaced more
than once, and she had considered it more carefully each time; who would give a shit about one less
android? Just blow hersdlf out of alock, no great loss. She wasn't necessary to the survival of the plan.
The others could get by....

She had been aimlesdy |ooking through the supply hold when the queen had screamed, the sound
carrying well in the dead sllence of the deeping Kurtz. Ripley had grabbed arifle most by reflex and
headed for the hold.

Sheld run into the APC bay, heart racing wildly, afraid the queen had somehow managed to
escgpe—hut everything had been locked up tight. The queen was crying out and hammering at thewalls,
but she was pent.

The dien mother at her back had been silent for dmost an hour now; the tantrum had only lasted a
few minutes

Ripley was glad she was il dive. She had ceased to care about much, but there was till
something.

The bitch behind me iswaiting to die and she is going to take her goddamned children with
her when she goes.

Ripley wanted to see that. Had to know that it happened.

Right now, that was enough of areason for Ripley to live. Whatever shewas.

Wilks groaned aslight assaulted him. The chamber door fanned open with ahiss and the warmth of
his deep-womb escaped into the cool air. His entire body ached.

He sat up dowly and remembered a great sadness—
The dreams.

"Everybody stay in here," he said. His voice was aweak croak. He coughed and cleared histhroat.



"Nobody leaves until wetalk!"

The others pulled themselves awake, expressions dazed and sour. Wilksignored his body's aches
as he grabbed his coverall and waked to the door. He dressed quickly in the chill air and waited for the
others.

Some part of him relaxed when he saw that Ripley was among them. She had dressed quickly as
well, and came to where he stood. She started to step past him.

"Hold on, Ripley. The queen was sending messages while we dept. | think we need to—"

"l don't dream," she said. "Excuse me."

He started to reply and thought better of it. He nodded at her as she stepped by.

Brewster tabbed his shirt and turned toward Wilks, scowling. "What the fuck, Wilks?' he said.

The otherslooked at him expectantly. He searched their faces for any change, but they al just
looked tired and irritable, same as hefdt.

"Anybody dream of |etting the queen loose?' he said.
"Yes'" sadBillie

AnaMoto nodded, as did McQuade and Jones.
Brewster's face softened. Y eah."

"Okay," hesaid. "We can talk about it over breakfast.”

"Themessage was quite powerful,” said Moto. "It was like an ongoing advertisement, 'L ook what
you win if you open the magic door.' It's no wonder you wanted to check with us. Y ou haven't had to
ded withit before.”

Wilks nodded.

Billie swalowed abit of soypro and looked at Wilks, curious about what he had dreamed.
"Wanted to make sure none of uswere going to play, | suppose,” said Brewster.
"Something like that."

"Welcome to the dreamers club,” Moto said.

They sat at onetable and atefor the first timein weeks. They would bein range of Gateway in less
than twenty hours. Billie's pulse quickened at the thought of Earth....

Ripley had walked by them on their way into the messhal as sheld carried atray back to her own
room. Billie wished she would have at |east eaten with them; that there were three fewer crew members
was bad enough, but Ripley was alive.

"Hey, wheresthe boss?' said Brewster. "Why isn't she eating with us?”

"Yeah," Tully added. "We need to go over what we're going to do to get past Gateway."



Billie glanced over at Wilks. Helaid down hisfork.
"Ripley ishaving some persond problems” Billie said.
"What kind of personal problems?' Falk asked.
Wilks nodded at Billie to continue. She stood.
Everyone stopped eating and looked at her.

"We need to talk about that," she began. "I'm not sure—Ripley would probably rather not discuss
it, but she would want you al to know." She sounded much camer than shefédlt.

"Ripley isan artificid person. An android. She gpparently didn't find out until the medical check she
just had, and the news has affected her badly."

She stopped and looked around the table. The room was uncomfortably silent.

"Ripley hasasked if | would take over where she left off,” said Wilks. "But it'sgoing to haveto bea
combined effort. I'm not really the leader type, and—"

"How the fuck could she not know?" said McQuade. "Don't they al know what they are?’
"Not necessarily,” said Jones. "Ripley didn't.”

"Wetrusted her," said Tully quietly.

Billiefelt agpark of anger.

"That explains how she managed the queen by hersdlf,” said Falk. He sounded depressed.
"If I had known," started McQuade, "I wouldn't—"

"If you had known, shit," Billie said. She remained standing; the cool dining hall had suddenly
gotten very warm. "Ripley didn't know, do you get that?* Sheglared at Tully. "She trusted hersdlfl How
would you fed? Do you think she did thison purpose?"

Sheturned to Falk. "The last thing she needsis bigotry from this crew!”

Shewaslogngit. Billie took a deep bregth and forced herself to St down. "Jonesiis better qualified
to answer questions about it—"

"Not redly,” said Jones. "All | can tdll you isthat she's as close to human as|'ve ever seen.

And | think Billieisright. Ripley'sagood leader.” He stopped and looked vaguely embarrassed.
The others absorbed the information.

Moto nodded dowly.

"Okay," said Wilks. "The more important issue hereis that were getting closer to the gation. | think
that there are afew people there who would like to have alittle chat with us...."

AsWilks discussed some possihilities, Billie cdmed hersdlf. Tully and Falk both looked &t her in
way's she thought were gpol ogetic, athough McQuade still seemed pissed off.



She was surprised at herself, but not as much as she would have thought, even afew months
before. The outburst had felt good, and she thought it might even have helped. Ripley hadn't done
anything wrong. It was distressing that any of these people could overlook her strengths.

Billie yearned for the kind of courage that Ripley possessed. Shewould need it to hep Amy ... if
Amy wasdill dive,

She refocused on the discussion, heart pounding.
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Wilks sat in control with McQuade and Tully. In theory, the ship ought to be out of Gateway's
visua and sensor range. Never knew but some technogeek with a telescope might be looking right at
them, but that wasnt likely.

Wilks gripped the back of Tully's chair tightly and hoped that their shielded call would go through.

"Now wewait," said Tully as shefinished tapping the keys. "If we're lucky, shell catch her
messages soon.”

"And if she doesn't?" said McQuade.

"Wewait longer,” Wilkssaid. A coded direct signd could be channeled accurately if you knew
what you were doing. In theory, outsiders wouldn't be able to collect it unlessthey were looking very
carefully, and even then, they wouldn't be able to tap into it. There was some risk, but it ought to be
minimal, and it was one they had to take.

Time passed.

A burst of gtatic crackled over the ‘com, ahum as compressed voxfiles expanded. And there was
thetime dday, but—

"About goddamn time. | expected you aweek ago.”
Tully smiled. "Hey there, Fem Elliot! How'slifein the box?"
Once again the radio waves took their sweet and dow time and they waited for the reply.

"Maria? | should've known you'd still be around! Say, you reckon you got enough scramble on this
sgnd?It'staking ahell of alot of my comp's memory. The officids herearen't that smart, you know.
Just how important do you think you are?"

Wilksleaned toward the ‘com. "Thought we'd check in and seewhat you think."
"Ooh, my heart! Isthat the infamous Sergeant Wilks? How's the action, Sarge?"
"Not bad, Ledie. We got what we were looking for."

"That's greset, folksl Congratulations. And how is everyone?'

Wilks said, "We've had afew losses."



There was alonger pause than the waves needed. "I'm sorry to hear that.”
"Yeah," said Wilks.
Tully spoke up. "Our immediate concern iswho el se has been expecting us. Whatcha got, Les?"

"Well. Y'dl raised quite afuss afew months back. | believe the terms were 'subversive and
'mentally unstable.’ Oh, and 'mdiciousintent.’ To make along story short, the officid trickle-down was
that a bunch of nuts stole a ship for no good reason except to fuck with the powers-that-be.”

McQuade chuckled. "Not too far off," he said.
Wilksfrowned. "Isthet al?"

"You'rekidding, right? Unofficially, Generd Peters got avery large boot jammed in hisvery tight
assfor not recognizing the magnitude of your insanity. There are warrants out for al of you. The good
newsisthat they think you're crackpots so maybe you'll get stuck in anice clean hospital room and not a
regular cell. And they're not expecting you for another six weeks, if then.”

"Why'sthat?' said Wilks.

"Oh, they turned up amap in your quartersthat placed your destination much farther away,” she
sad.

Billie stepped forward, her pale face tensed and eager. Wilks hadn't even noticed her comein.
"Ledig, it'sBillie. How are things on Earth?'

"Communication's been shot for weeks. Atmospheric static, sunspots acting up, something like that.
But whatever the bugs are doing down there, it's gotten worse.”

"What about the satdllite uplinks?' said Billie.
She looked closeto tears, but her voice was strong.

"Thelast sgnaswe got are old news—and | havetotell you, it wasn't good. Anyone left on Earth
probably belongsto the aiens now, oneway or the other. I'm sorry."

Wilks put his hand on Billie's shoulder, but she shook it off. "listen. Do me afavor and pipethe last
few days of transmissionsto us. Can you do that?"

"No problem.”
"Thank you," Billie said. Shewaked out of the room.

"ligten, I'm glad to hear from you, but let's go easy with this. Even with the scramble—I'll let you
know if anything important comes up. And take care, okay?"

"Youtoo," Wilkssaid.

The ‘com went silent. McQuade turned to Wilks. "Doesn't sound like were going to win any votes
here" hesaid.

Wilks shrugged. 'To get to the bombswe're going to be in their gun sights at some point,” he said.
"And we've got the queen. | doubt well get any help from them, but maybe we can persuade them to let



us have our shot. And even a worst case, they won't blow us out of space—they want the Kurtz back.”

M cQuade nodded, but looked uncertain. Wilks walked back to talk to the rest of the crew. The
station wouldn't spot them for afew more hours, so they still had time to come up with dternate plans.

Wilksknew that he was good in tight Situations; he wastrained for it But shit like this—

Dammit, why isn't Ripley doing this? Fuck her humanity, or lack of it—they were better off with her
in charge. He knew hislimits, and they were not far off.

Billie sat donein the medlab at the smal computer. The room was cold and gleaming white; it gave
her astrange kind of nostalgiafor the hospital's she had spent most of her lifein. Right now there were
more important things on her mind, however....

She tapped in a short description of Amy and waited for amatch.

The screen flickered. A fuzzy picture flashed onscreen of ayoung girl with abad haircut. She stared
at Billiefor afew seconds, eyestoo serious for achild. How old was she now? Thirteen? Fourteen

maybe?
Oh, baby, thought Billie. Her heart tightened, but a the sametime shefelt ahugerdlief.

"Isiton?" Amy said. Her voice had deegpened dightly, and it looked asif she had made an effort to
wipe her face clean.

"Go ahead, honey," said avoice offscreen.

"Meand Daddy arein afactory that used to make microchipsin Northern Cdifornia We're
probably going to move soon. Uncle Paul is gone now. He went to look for food dmost two weeks ago
and | hopethat heisjust hiding, but we don't think so." Her face clouded as she spoke, but her young
eyesdidn't waver from the camera.

"It's getting warmer al the time. We have anew friend named Mordecal, and he saysthat he thinks
the diens have heated things up somehow with their nesting materias™

She smirked, asurprisingly adult gesture. "Mordecai aso says that the goddamn religious fucks are
asbad asthe diensnow.” She glanced past the camera sheepishly and then raised her eyebrows,
obvioudy the recipient of anasty look.

"Wdl, he sadit!"
A sgh offscreen. "1 know, honey. Go on.”

"Anyway. We wanted to tell you that the aliens have been acting strange for afew weeks. They
have been grouping together and staying quiet for days at atime, and no one knowswhy."

Thelittle girl frowned. "I guessthat'sdl,” shesad.
The old man's voice stated the date and coordinates as usual and the screen blanked.

Billie stared into the empty monitor for another moment and then laughed abruptly. She was il
aivel The transmission was over amonth old, but the family had survived for so long dready that she
had to be.



/ would know if she was dead, shethought. / would know.

The connection that Billie fdt was too intensefor it to be otherwise. The coordinates listed were
dready etched into her mind.

Oronds bombs were part of an old-style military arsend located in aremote area of the
northwestern United States. Billie had been there once, when she and Wilks had escaped from Earth and
ended up at Spearss planetoid. She and Wilks and Mitch ...

She shook the memory. Surdly amilitary bunker would have some kind of transportation ... ?

It wasn't impossible. Everything wasfdling into place; she was meant to save that family. To save
Amy.

Billiefdt fully awakefor thefirst time since leaving the mother dien's planet. She had been a
follower for along time, had taken directions most of her life. Thiswas her chance to make adifference.
And it wasn't some distant dream anymore, it was here. Not on the scale of total extermination of the
aliens—but it was hers, it was taking a stand that mattered most.

She sat and daydreamed of possible futures. Hang on, Amy. Just alittle bit longer.

"Thisis Gateway Station cdling. Pleaseidentify yoursdf."
Wilkslooked at M cQuade and nodded.
"Thisis Captain McQuade of the Kurtz," hesaid. "l would like to speak with your CO."

Thetimelag stretched past itslimit. Wilksimagined the flurry of activity they had just caused and
amog amiled.

"Bet we got some people pissing in their drawersright now," said McQuade.
"Sir," said avoice, "please sand by for Mgor Stone."
"Herewe go," Wilkssaid.

"Captain McQuade, thisisMgor Stone." The mgor's voice rang with authority. "Open your
control modem for override.”

Ay, Mgor, we just wanted to talk for aminute. We have—"

"Captain, well be glad to talk to you when you get here. Y ou know procedure. Now if you'll just
let us help you arrive safely, I'm sure we can work thisout.” Mg or Stone spoke dowly and carefully, as
if hewasdirecting achild. Or amenta case.

"Magor Stone, thisis Sergeant Wilks. We are not coming to Gateway. \We have the queen dien
onboard the Kurtz and we're taking her to Earth. Thereisno need for Gateway military involvement; this
isjust to let you know." He attempted to sound calm and reasonable.

Themagjor did not bite. " Sergeant, we are dready sending people to fetch you. Now, you can come
inlike civilized men or we can drag you in kicking and screaming, but you are coming to thisstation! Do

you copy?"



Wilks sllenced the ‘'com. "Tully?"

"Station dispatched aship,” shesad. "'l got the drive signa spewing al over my long-range sensor
aray."

"Well, we gave it ashot. Okay, McQuade, get us out of here." He hit the 'com button and spoke
quickly. "Gottago, Mgor, nicetaking to you."

"Wilks, you cant—"

He cut Stone off and switched on the shipwide. "Heads up, people. Looks like Gateway is coming
to dinner and we don't have alot of time. The shit isabout to hit the fan.”

* % %

Wilks's message echoed through the empty APC bay. Ripley ignored it. They would figure
something out; it didn't matter aslong as she till had the queen.

"Wouldn't want to missthe reunion,” she whispered. "I gottatake you hometo die with your
babies, monster. Everybody dies”

Nothing &l se mattered.
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Canweoutrunit?' said Falk.
"No," Brewster said. "That ship is more maneuverable and alot faster.”
"They wont fireat us, will they?' That from Jones.

"l don't think s0," said Wilks. "They want us back in one piece. Well, at |least they want the ship
back in one piece. Same difference, far aswe're concerned.”

The crew stood in the dining hall nervoudy. They had about an hour before Gateway's ship would
bein range. Billie noticed that for a change it was too warm. She wiped at her face and wondered where
Ripley was.

Tully answered Jones. "They could try agun or laser-shot at our drivesto damage us enough so we
couldn't fly sraight. But that's iffy—they might missand punch aholein us, accidentaly destroy
something they can't fix rea easy. Or chegp. I'm with Wilks; | don't think they'll risk that."

"So what can they do?' said Jones. "Fly circles around us until we get dizzy and surrender?’
No one laughed.

Tully said, "They can dissble the KurtZ's control systemswith an eectromagnetic pulse and tow us
in. That'd be the easi est—just get within range and push abutton. That'swhat | would do."

"Our dectronics aren't hardened?' said Falk.



"On this rust bucket? Sheait.”
Billiefrowned. "Can't we do it to them first?"

"EMP capabilitiesin a freighter?" said Brewster. "Dream on. Thisship isn't designed for combat
of any kind. No shields, no wegpons—basically, we're screwed.”

But what about Amy? Billie wanted to shout. They couldn't just quit—

Moto sighed. "They won't kill us back on Gateway. | mean, once we get there, we could explain
things. We do have the queen. The military could take her and finish the job for us—probably badly, but
a leastit'd get done.”

No onereplied and Billie watched acceptance start to settle on their faces. They might not likeit,
but what choice did they have?

It's not fair, shethought, and wiped at her brow again, frustrated. Thet after al of this, after people
had died to make thiswork, they were just going to roll over and—

Suddenly, there was agrin on her face. Something Tully had said triggered it. "Wait. Thereésa
way," shesad. "l haveanidea”

They dl gared & her.

Enginesidle, the Kurtz coasted toward Earth through the blackness, faling into the gravity well ina
gpird that, if not interrupted, would end with whatever charred remains survived the reentry burn
gplashing down in the Indian Ocean.

"Everything is powered down,” said Tully, "except lights and communications." Her voice sounded
tinny over the headsat, even though engineering was directly below them.

"Moto? Got your set on?' said Wilks.
"Y eah. Ready.”

Wilks and M cQuade waited for the call in the control room. The others would be Strapped in
behind them, in the crew area. Wilks hadn't spoken to Ripley, but had explained the plan over the
shipwide; he hoped she had listened.

"Kurtz crew please acknowledge. Thisis Commander Hsu of the Adams.”
"ThisisMcQuade," the captain growled. "What the fuck do you want? I'm busy here."

"Sir," said Hsu politely, "we're here to escort you back to Gateway. Thereisno need to be
unreasonable. Open your modem and we can avoid any unpleasantness—"

McQuade cut in. "No way. We're going to Earth and there's nothing you can do about it, Hsu.
Y our wegpons won't work on us—we're blessed! Y ou can't stop us! We're invulnerablel™
On hislast words, the lights flickered and went out.

A few seconds passed and the mechanica emergency backups switched on.



They'd been EMPed. If their systems had been running, half of the e ectronics would have probably
been fried.

Wilksturned to McQuade. "Well, my guessisthat you are now more or less officidly crazy,
Captain. Hsu probably has the med team on Gateway standing by with afull case of Trinomine patches
by now; you'l get doubles."”

Wilkstapped his headset back to life. "Moto, Tully. Let's get going.”

It didn't take long. Twenty minutes or so. Then, adull thunk echoed through the ship and the Kurtz
dowed, findly stopped. After amoment, the ship began to move in anew direction, toward Gateway,
though they couldn't see that from ingde with al the systems off-line.

"They got their magnetic tow cablein place," Wilks said dmost under his bregth, asif thosein the
other ship might somehow hear him.

McQuade nodded. "Fishonaline
If this doesn't work, thought Wilks, we're going to be in really deep shit.

Billie sat in the crew areawith Jones, Falk, and Brewster. Falk had laughed quietly at McQuade's
gpeech, which had carried to them through the partition. They al waited slently now, tense.

Brewster unbuckled his strap and moved to the chair next to Billie's,
"Okay if | 9t here?' hesaid.

She nodded and watched as he strapped back in and then turned to her. He seemed unsure of
himsdf.

"How areyou doing?' hesad.

"I'm okay. | had arough time for awhile, but it's gotten better.” She was glad that she meant what
shesaid.

"Good to hear," he said. "I've been coming to terms with some of my own shit." He paused,
obvioudy wanting to say more.

Billie smiled gently at him. "Dylan. We both have had alot to ded with on thistrip, and therés dtill a
waysto go. But | consider usfriendsand | want you to know that no matter what happens, | wish you
wdl."

"l don't regret it," he said quietly. Eveninthe dimly lit room, she could seethat he had reddened
dightly. Hetouched her hand.

"Neither do|." Their night together had been nice. She held hisfingersin her own for amoment and
squeezed lightly beforeletting go.

There were bigger thingsto be dedling with than a sexua encounter between them, and shefelt like
this was his acknowledgment of that; Dylan was okay. And so was she. More or less.

"Get ready,” Wilks called back to them.



Billie leaned back in her seat and closed her eyes.

* * %

"Ready." Tully'svoice crackled in Wilkss ears. He nodded at M cQuade and held up hishand. The
captain leaned to the controls and watched for the sgnal.

Billie's plan was dmost embarrassingly smple. Play dead until they were being towed and then
scoot forward and tap the other ship's drive control surfaces hard enough to damage them. By thetime
Gateway sent another ship, the Kurtz would be well on itsway to Earth. What the hell, it was just goofy
enough to have a chance.

"Stand by," Wilks called over his shoulder.
He pointed at McQuade. "Go!"

The Kurtz hummed back to life. McQuade hit the controls and the ship rocketed forward and to
onesde.

For animpossibly long time they hurtled through space. Wilks gritted his teeth.

The body of the ship shuddered with the impact, aloud crash. Even braced as hewas, it jarred
Wilks, hard. Then they were moving again, adant to the ship they'd just hit.

The magnetic line snapped taut and the coupler was pedled off asthe smdler ship was knocked
away by the collision.

There goesthe insurance, Wilks thought. He remembered an old joke about whiplash. No time to
dick around, now, Wilks. "Shut it down fast!" he ordered.

The Adams could il trigger another pulse—

The system went dead; Tully and Moto had pulled everything off-line again. He hoped.
Wilks mentally counted to ten and then spoke into the set.

"Did they get us?'

"Nope," said Tully. She sounded out of breath.

"Hook up perimeter sensors,” said Wilks. A few of the console lights blinked on. McQuade
scanned the small screen and then laughed.

They were coasting, but moving at agood clip. Time passed, seemed to Wilkslike along chunk of

"Out of effectiverange” McQuade said. "And it lookslikethey'reflyingin circles.
Wilks grinned. "Good work down there," he said to engineering. "Get us back online.”
"Y ou know what to do, Captain," he said to McQuade. "

Asthe Kurtz rdit her systems, coming back to life, Wilks tapped the shipwide ‘com.
"Congratulations, Billie. Lookslike were going to Earth.”



Ripley sat in her room done. She wasn't particularly surprised that they were till on their way; the
people onboard weren't stupid. Wilks had apparently turned into quite the leader—

Someone knocked at her door.

"Ripley?Y ou home?It'sBillie"

She considered not answering and then sighed. The Kurtz wasn't that big; where else could she be?
"Come back later," shesaid.

"No. | need to talk to you now."

Ripley Sghed again. May as well get it over with. "Comein."

Billiewaked in and sat on the edge of the bed. "How'sit going?”

She looked different to Ripley somehow. Not as shy, perhaps, more salf-assured. She had dways
thought of Billie as nervous in confrontative Stuations, but the young woman sitting on her bed looked

anything bu.
"How'sit going? Why, everything's great. Wonderful. Couldn't be better.”
"Redly? 've gotten the impression that you don't like us much anymore.”
Ripley raised her eyebrows. "Don't play games, Billie."
The younger woman shrugged. "Why not? You are.

Ripley wasirritated. "Thisiswhat you needed to discuss with me? Thisis my business, you know,
and—"

"—and you don't have to explain yoursdlf to anyone. By al means, Ripley, don't worry about
rationalizing on my account. But this excursion was your idea, and now you're leaving us hanging.”

Ripley didn't respond. So what? shethought angrily. You had your reasons for coming along.
Obvioudy she just wanted to bitch; fine. And she was right—Ripley didn't have to explainiit.

"We need you, Ripley. | need you. Y ou'reimportant to me." She took a deep breath.
Here it comes, thought Ripley.

"l admireyou,” said Billie. "I guessthat'swhat | needed to say. | wishthat | had your strengthina
lot of ways."

"Don't you mean that past tense?' said Ripley. She redlized she sounded bitter, but who the fuck
was Billieto comein and dump thison her?"It'snot me, Billie! Y ou admire a program, amachine.”

Billie looked a her unwaveringly. "'l wasin love with amachine once," she said. Her voice softened.
"His name was Mitch. Are you telling me that my love had no vaue because of what hewas? That his
love for me was somekind of trick, a—aglitch?

Ripley turned away from Billie's gaze. Thiswas not the pity she had expected.
"I'm not Mitch," shesaid.



"No," sad Billie."Youre Ripley. | saw your broadcastslong before we ever met; | heard the
stories. You act just likethat Ellen did, far as| cantdl. Sowhat if you're an artificiad person? My guessis
that whoever made you used who you were to do it. So, you're a copy of yourself. So maybe you aren't
perfect. So, who the fuck is? If you want to sit there and fedl sorry for yourself because you aren't the
woman you thought you were, go ahead. It won't change anything. And if we fuck this up because you
won't help, you can blame that on yoursdlf, too.”

Billie stood, stared at her for amoment, then walked out without speaking again.
Ripley stared after her. Jesus.
Jesus.
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They madeit to Earth with no more trouble from Gateway.

That's something, at least, thought Wilks. They had achieved atmosphere without a hitch and now
flew high over an ocean toward the North American continent. Brewster was at the controls; hewasa
better pilot in air than M cQuade.

"ETA gpproximately ninety minutes," hesaid.

"Okay," said Wilks. He unstrapped from the copilot's chair and walked toward the dining hall. The
otherswould be therein afew minutes. He moved dowly, lost in thought.

What next? They had made it to Earth with a psychic aien queen to—they hoped—obliterate the
infestation there; they had lost three people, and their leader had developed an aversion to leading. Every
bug on the planet would be after their asses once they set down. Asde from the fact that even if they
succeeded at this point, going back to Gateway probably meant brainwipes and locktime as areward.

Wilks grinned as he stepped out of the corridor. All of that and the food's great, too, hethought.
"What's 0 funny, Wilks?'

Ripley stood at a dispenser, a cup of coffee in hand. The room was empty except for the two of
them.

"l wasjust thinking of dl the fun we've been having so far," he said. "Hello, Ripley." He acted
casua, but it was good to see her. He went to another dispenser and ordered a steak. Well, what passed
for steak. Thejoy of soy.

Something that |ooked like a steaming, squashed-flat turd arrived. Wilks shook his head and picked
up thetray.

Ripley walked with him to atable and sat across from him.

"Wilks," she began, "I want to thank you for stepping in to run this operation. And now that were
here, I'd like to offer my help—unless you've got everything under contral...." Thelast wasadmost a
question.



He poked at the cutlet on histray. "Actudly, | was hoping you'd say something likethat,” he said.
"Welcome back. I'm a crappy |eader.”

"Sounds like you've been doing fine," she said.
He shrugged. "What changed your mind?'

"Something Billie said. It pissed me off enough to start thinking about how I've been dedling with
things." She stared at her hands for aminute and then looked up at him.

"Whatever my circumstances are, we still have ajob to do, right?" She smiled, but there was no
humor in the expression.

Falk and Moto walked into the room together, chatting. They stopped when they saw who was
there.

"Hey, good to seeyou, Ripley," Moto said.

Fak grinned at her. "Y eah, you gonnastop Wilks from looking like an asshole?"
"I'll do my best," shesaid. "Miracles are difficult, you know?'

Wilkslaughed. He fdlt better than he had since deepd eep.

Billie arrived. She waved to them and went to adispenser for coffee. Wilks watched her smile
brighten at the sight of Ripley, and felt arush of warmth for her. She had changed so much since held
broken her out of the hospital on Earth; she was stronger, braver, more beautiful—

Ingtead of immediately tifling the thought as he had in the pagt, helet it Sit for amoment. Billie
didn't need him to protect her anymore. She had demonstrated many times that she was more than
capable of standing on her own. He felt comfortable working with her, he trusted her—she wasredlly the
closest thing he had to afriend. But alover?

Why the fuck not? You're only old enough to be her father and you've got enough emotional
trouble for two—nbet she'd jump at the chance!

"Y ou awake, Wilks?'

Billie waved ahand in front of him before she sat down. He blinked. Everyone was there now
except the pilot.

... good time to daydream, Sarge, maybe you'd like to recite some fucking poetry to yourself
while the crew takes care of things—

"Sorry," hesad, and smiled a her. " Just thinking."

He suddenly recdled one of the sayings from boot camp that he hadn't thought of in decades: Don't
be afool for your tool.

He shook his head and put al those thoughts aside. L ater.

"So how are we going to unload our cargo without getting eaten by it?* said Moto.



"Or getting our butts kicked by her unhappy children?' said M cQuade.

Although the questions weren't necessarily directed at her, Ripley felt that they were waiting for her
response.

"I've got a pretty good idea of the layout on where we're headed,” she said. "We're going to have
to do thisquick; shell be cdling the creaturesto her before we even land.”

Billiebrokein. "She's caling them aready, | think. | watched some of the 'casts that Ledie sent
over from about Six weeks ago—the people on Earth said that the aliens have been gathering together
and not attacking as often.”

"Perhaps corresponding with when we abducted the mother,” finished Moto. "Sounds like they're
getting ready.”

The crew watched Ripley, waited for her to speak. She was vaguely surprised that she had been
accepted back with no confrontations, but didn't want to dwell on it. Her own problemswere not a
priority right now.

"Thisisgoing to betight,” she said. "The arsend is et into the Side of amountain—we drop the
queen on the other side and work fast enough to be done before the maority of her brood shows up.
They might know about where she'slanding, but not exactly.”

"Not that if simportant or anything, but does anyone know how to set up the bombs?' said Falk.

Ripley sighed. Sooner or later it was going to come up. "If sinmy program,” she said. Shefelt
resigned as she looked at each of their faces and wondered what she would see. No one spoke for a
moment.

Tully smiled. "W, thank-fucking-Buddha," she said brightly. "That's something.”
"Do you think the bunker will have been raided?’ That from Jones.
Wilks shrugged. "Maybe. I'd say definitdly, but it'san isolated area.”

The whole topic had been glossed over as quickly asit had come up. Ripley suddenly redlized that
she wasn't going to get the response she had expected. For however the crew membersfelt about it, they
seemed to have come to terms with her as a synthetic—at least on aworking level.

Great, shethought, if I don't glitch it and kill them all.

Brewster's voice came over the ‘com. "Hey, yall might want to come check this out—we're over
land now. Looks like someone had a pretty wild party last night and wrecked the place.” His attempt to
sound casud was strained.

Severd of them looked at Ripley. She nodded.
"We have as much of aplan aswe're going to get,” she said. "L et's go see what thereis.”

AsRipley followed the othersinto the corridor, Billie lagged back and put her hand on Ripley's
arm. They waked dowly behind the others.

"Ligten, what about Amy?* sad Billie.
Ripley frowned. "The girl from the 'casts?"



Billie nodded. "We haveto help her. She's not far from the site, an hour or two maybe, and | could
take aflier to go get her."

"How do you know she'sdive?"
"Sheis. | know." Billielooked anxious, her facetight.

Ripley remembered how important the girl had been to Billie back on the station. She stopped
walking and faced the young woman. On the one hand, she knew exactly how she fdt; on the other hand,
there were bigger goals here.

"Billie," she said gently, "we can look at the Stuation when we get there, but we're not going to have
much time. Whether sheé'sdive or not, | don't know if we can afford to do it. I'm sorry.”

For asecond, alook of panic and frustration flashed across Billie's face, so intense that Ripley
thought the girl would scream. Then she relaxed and dropped her gaze to the floor.

"l hear you," she said. She ran one hand

through her long hair. "But | won't giveit up without trying." Shelooked up &t Ripley, expression
St

"Wdl. Well see what we can do."

Billiewaked ahead of her, head gill down. Ripley felt sorry for her, but they dl had their own shit
to work through. Theimportant thing, the only thing, wastheir misson.

Billie stood with her arms crossed and watched Earth tell her story. The Kurtz flew high over the
eastern gtates, too high to see unaided most of the destruction that the camerasfed to the ship's
magnification screen. The men and women around her stood silently, their faces expressonless asthey
took in the ruins of the mother planet.

The midday sun spared nothing. The screen showed an overview of adead city. Here, severa
blocks of burnt and crumbled buildings that had once towered. Filth littered the streets, parts of cars,
vague splotches of blackness and greasy shadow that united the wreckage into a grim tapestry.
Everywhere were exploded bits of plastecrete and wood, random pieces of melted metal and brick and
bone.

The screen switched, cut to another shot. It was like the picture before, and the picture before
that—ravaged and lifeess. Thiswas an indugtria area, a series of long, low buildings ripped gpart. Billie
could see where someone had tried to barricade one—huge crosses of some materia covered onewal,
right next to agiant hole through the building. An explosion, perhaps ...

Cut to arow of identical houses, windows smashed and doors open or gone. There waslife here;
Billieredized with disgust that the dight movement around the houses could only be an army of vermin.

The Kurtz grabbed random pictures of towns and cities and parks that were lost to humanity. The
crew seemed stunned; there were no wisecracks, none of the usual banter that Billie had come to expect
from the soldiers. She had grown up in hospitals, hadn't been apart of thisworld— but the thought thet it
had smply ceased to exist ...

Billiewidened her eyes at the next shot.



"Hey," said Brewster excitedly. "Isthai—" He shut up abruptly. There was asmall group of people
moving down aroad. At first glance Billie had felt great hope—until she redized that the four or five
figures were dragging another onein lengths of chains. The group stumbled dong, tattered, holding
weapons—they seemed to look up at the sky, at the ship. Billie remembered the vid she had seen back
at the gtation, the human sacrifice—here were the fanatics, hunting for peopleto act asincubators. The
last insane remnants of humanity.

She thought of what Ripley had said—not enough time to see about Amy—and felt her resolve
strengthen. She would help Amy and her family or dietrying, time or not. Fuck it.

Billie broke away from the screen and looked

around. Hie others al seemed lost in worlds of their own. She noticed that Moto and Falk had
linked hands. Billie amost smiled at the smal reminder that there were till good things. Not many, but
ome.

She noticed that Wilkss gaze d so rested on Falk's and Moto'sinterlaced fingers. He looked up at
her and smiled briefly, sadness heavy on his scarred face. She was surprised that he had let an emotion
dip past his normaly unshakable facade. As helooked away, she felt astrong urge to comfort him; Billie
had never really thought about it before, but it occurred to her now that Wilks was very important to her.

David, shethought. The name sounded strange in her head, but then he was a strange man; so
strong, yet so emotionally uncertain—

Billie turned back to the monitor. What was important was that they were here; one way or
another, everything was building, coming to aheed....

From the hold, the unmistakable cries of the captive queen filtered out. She screamed and pounded
in her chamber high over the sllent Earth asthey headed toward whatever fate held, dmost asif sheknew
what her own end wasto be.

If shedid, shewas ahead of them.
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Asif on cue, the onscreen pictures cameto life. The queen howled usdlesdy and down on Earth,
dark, loping figures began to appear. Only afew at first, but the numbers quickly increased. Each shot
showed dozens of the creatures as they ran in one direction— after the path of the Kurtz

Ripley felt arush of cold triumph edged with worry. Thiswas what she had expected, the beginning
of theend, but if they fucked up now—

"Holy shit," said McQuade. "L ookslikewe got ariot coming up.”

The monitor showed hundreds of the diens as they raced through the blackened remains of some
large city. Even asthey watched, handfuls of the shiny insectile shapes erupted from the wreckageto join
the advancing group.

"WEelIl never makeit,” Tully sad. "Theréstoo many.”



Ripley glanced at the woman sharply. Tully didn't look so good—eyeswide, taking short bregths.

"Tully. Were headed toward avery isolated area, surrounded by mountains and water. It's going
to take them longer than usto get there by land.”

The hacker took a deep breath and then nodded at Ripley. "I—yeah, | hear you."

"Good. Start digging for topography maps, anything useful on Northern Cdiforniaand Oregon.
Look at adjacent land aswell. Go use medlab, okay?"

Tully nodded again and then stood. Having ajob to do hel ped, Ripley knew. The woman looked
more collected as she walked past the others.

Dr. Jones smiled at Ripley and then followed Tully.

"Brewdter, how long we got?'

"Thirty minutes, give or take"

"Fine. Moto, why don't you and | go see what we can scrounge in the way of tools.”
Moto let go of Falk's hand and went to the sairwell.

Captain McQuade sat down in the copilot's chair. "Guess I'll make sure Brewster doesn't crash us,”
hesad.

"That leaves wegpons detail to us," said Wilks. "Billie? Falk?'

Ripley nodded. Good. Seeing the planet's condition had been bad, but they al had something to do
to keep theimages of death at bay for awhile. It would al be over before long.

Tell Tully to call me as soon as she gets afix on geography,” she said. She directed this at Brewster
as she followed Moto down the ladder.

The queen screamed in the hold below, sent her message to the Earth's breed.

Ripley grinned tightly as she took the steps. The bitch would have plenty to scream about soon
enough.

Wilks watched the mountains grow asthe Kurtz got closer to its destination. They had dl
regrouped around the control areaand waited now while Brewster efficiently maneuvered the ship
through the forested landscape. Thankfully, the monitor reveded less destruction out here.

The mother dien till begt a the walls downgtairs, but there was no sign of her children through the
blanket of trees. Ye.

There were several small peeks, all part of arange that ran through the Northwest. According to
Tully'sread, afew of them were volcanic, dthough none were currently active.

That'd be a kick, hethought, we land and get buried in lava.

They would drop the queenin asmall, enclosed valley near the base of Orona's mountain and then
fly to the arsend afew minutesfarther west. Since most of the crestures would come from inland, this



would save the Kurtz from being trampled by them on their way to the queen; or so Wilks hoped.
The ship moved dowly over the treetops toward a towering mountain.
"Wegot ahole" said Tully quickly. "A big one." Shelisted the coordinates to Brewster.

Wilks grinned at Ripley. The queen might not take off running if they could find a cave to dump her
into. There was no way to be sure, but Wilks had never seen one of the crestures traipse around in the
open if there was somewhere dark to hide. They could only hope that the mother was similar to the other
queensin that regard. When Ripley had mentioned the idea, he had once again been very glad that she
was back in charge.

"Greet," said McQuade. "That thing is starting to get on my nerves.”
"Amen," said Fak.
The ship moved at a crawl. Wilks spotted the cavern, adark opening in the rocks at ground level.

Perfect. He wasready. As soon asthey dumped the dien, they would hurry to the bunker and get
to work. Unless the setup was completely destroyed, they could fix it fast and get the fuck off the planet.
It was probably just arewire job—

"Ready, kids?' said Brewster. The Kurtz wasin place.
"Doit," said Ripley.

They dl watched Brewster push the button to open the outer hatch. A faint hum from the console,
and asmall red light flashed.

"Shit," sadRipley.
The hatch hadn't opened. The queen continued to scream.
"What thefuck iswrong?' said Wilks.

"l don't—mechanical failure somewhere," said Brewster. He touched the button again. Thelight
blinked.

"EMP?' <ad Billie.
"No, wegot off-lineintime, I'm sure of it," said Moto.

Wilkslooked over at Ripley. She chewed at her lip for asecond and then dapped her hand against
the console.

" She's pressing on the goddamn door!" said Ripley. " Stupid bitch is probably punching the pretty
button, blocking her own goddamn exit.”

Sheturned to the stairwell. "Open shipwide ‘com and try it again when | say so, Brewster. Wilks,
comewithme."

Hefollowed Ripley down the gairs. The roar of the engineswas incredibly loud asthey hurried
through the APC bay together.

"The door from hereis seadled!" he shouted to her. Ripley ignored him and jogged over to atool



cabinet set into thewall. She tossed a spanner to him and grabbed a second wrench, stepped to the wall
and hit it. Wilks joined her, began to beat at the alloy with the spanner.

"Hey, asshole, over here!™ Ripley shouted. "Come on, come on!™

Wilks hit thewall high, again and again. Between the engines, the queen, and the echoing crash of
metal on metal, he was surprised that he heard the new sounds. Through the wall came an awful scraping
noise, nailson kleersted. Or rather, talonson dloy.

Ripley hit the door once more and then shouted to the 'com behind her. "Go! ™"

A few seconds passed, and the ship suddenly lifted dightly as the queen's cries faded to nothing.
Wilksturned to face Ripley. Shewas still looking at the containment chamber.

"Not that smart, isshe?' she said. She spoke loudly to be heard over the engines.

Asthey headed back upstairs, Wilks rephrased to himsdlf an earlier thought; he was fucking
thrilled that Ripley was back in charge.

The ship sped to the far Sde of the mountain in the early afternoon. Even astense as she was, Billie
felt some pleasure as she looked at the environment. It occurred to her that she had seen very little
natural beauty in her life. She had grown up in cold, desolate places, had only seen green treeson
holovids or in biolabs. Here were thousands, they covered the mountainous areain shades of emerald.
All of itawagte....

They skimmed another small peak and Billie saw the bunkers. Theland wasflat, wide enough to
land two shipsthe sze of the Kurtz, thetrees cleared away. Directly ahead of them wasalow hill,
perhaps a tenth the height of the ice-capped mountain where they had |eft the queen. There were severd
buildings grouped around it, short and ugly blocks of plastecrete arranged in asemicircle. A huge meta
gate was set into the hill with yellow lines painted acrossiit; the middle of the door had been blown apart.

Billiefdt her breath catch in her throat when she spotted them, half hidden—two small fliersand an
APC sat in between two of the buildings.

"It'sdead,” said Tully. "No activity on the sensors.”
"Let'sbring her in," said Ripley. "Keep an eye on the readings—it may not be aseasy asit [ooks."

Dust swirled up around the ship asit settled to the ground with arumble. After amoment, theair
cleared. Billie had grown so accustomed to the drone of the engines that the silence seemed strange and

empty.
Tully?' sad Ripley.
"Nada. If anyone's here, they're not moving.”
"That door didn't explode by itself,” said Brewster. "We should secure the area—"
"Me, take chances?' said Ripley. "Comeon, folks, let's get armed.”

Billie followed the othersto the supply hold at the end of the corridor, heart pounding. One of those
flierswas going to work. She was no pilot, but she had learned alot watching Wilks, standard military
flierswere designed to be operated by mainlinefield soldiers, not aparticularly bright bunch on the



average. They would be strictly automatic, coordinates and go. Billie had already borrowed the access
code from the Kurtz's computer and figured it should work; she would see what kind of timeline they had
and take her chances.

Wilks passed out weaponsto the crew while Ripley handed out extra clips and comsets.

"Wedtart at thefirst building and work around,” said Wilks, "marines up front—Moto, you're on
m r]t."

"Tully, I want you to stay onboard to monitor," said Ripley. "Jones, you watch the hatch. We're not
going to be out of sght completely at any time, o just ydl if you see anything Tully misses”

The doctor accepted his carbine tentatively.

"Y ou know how to useit?' said Wilks.

"Y eah. Wdll, pretty much. I've never actudly fired one, but we had a safety course in med school .”
"Good enough,” said Wilks.

"McQuade, Billie, you're covering our asses,”" said Ripley.

Billie and the captain nodded and dung their rifles.

"Oncethe areais secured, well come back for tools and then get to work on the detonator
problem.”

Tully walked back to control asthe crew filed down to the APC dock. They stood at the hatch,
Moto, Wilks, and Brewster in front with their wegpons ready.

Ripley put her hand on the door controls and looked at them. "Any questions?”

No one spoke. Billie took a deep breath as the deck fanned open.
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Wilks stepped into the bright sunlight, crouched, his carbine pointed to one side of the ship.
Nothing. Moto would be trained on the Structure in front of them, Brewster to the other side.
"How'sit look?" he said into the 'com. He scanned the areafor movement.

"Clear,” sad Tully.

"Go," sadWilks.

Moto jogged forward, weagpon up, as Wilks and Brewster covered her. They were close enough to
the dingy gray building that it only took half aminute. Moto |leaned against the corner of the unit and
crouched there.

"Go," said Wilks again. He and Brewster jogged across the dusty landing pad. Adrenaline sparked
his senses; his heart thumped. He knew that Ripley and Falk had them covered, but that didn't make a



run through open space in unswept territory any more comfortable. Then again, thiswas what he knew
how to do best. It amost felt good.

They reached Moto and edged to the door of the building. Wilks held up his hand for the othersto
stay put behind them.

"I'll kick," he said. "Moto, you're high, Brewster low—on my mark.”
The three of them stepped to the entry.
"Now!"

Wilkskicked. The door crashed inward. Brewster sidied into the entry in a crouch, Moto standing.
They swept the room left to right and Wilkstook in someair. It was abarracks and it |ooked deserted.
A row of cotslined thefar wall, interspaced with a series of tall cabinetsthat al stood open and empty.
There were no other exits.

Theroom wasin disarray, with blankets and articles of clothing scattered about, and the air smelled
gtde and musty. Dust motes sivam in the beams of sunlight and resettled. Whatever had happened, they
had missed it by weeks. Maybe months.

"Looksclean," sad Wilks. Better, it felt clean.

Brewster straightened up and motioned toward the floor with hisrifle. A seriesof bullet holesand
chipped plastecrete ran in aline up the wall behind them. A smashed cot lay nearby. It looked like
someone had tried unsuccessfully to barricade the door.

" Something went down, but it'sold news," said Brewster quietly.

"Secured?' said Ripley through the 'com.

"Yeah." Wilks signed. "Only four moreto go. And we should check thefliersand APC."
They backed out of the room.

Twenty minutes later, they were finished. There was asubstantial amount of dried blood splashed in
the mess hdll, evidence of struggle in most of the structures, acid damage here and there, but no bodies
and no gpparent threat. Wilks felt the adrenaline seep from his system little by little, but he remained dert.
Getting doppy could cost.

AsRipley stood outside the ship and delegated responsbilities to the others, Wilks continued to
scan the area. Not having a portable sensor was a bitch, although he found that as he got older, he didn't
like to depend on mechanical augmentation as much. Earth had falen to shit from too much greed and not
enough humanity; the machines had just been fud for the fire. Asayoung hotshot marine he had felt
differently about things, but experience had taught him that nothing wasinfdlible. ...

Fucking middle age, hethought. Maybe | should take up philosophy when thisis over.

If it was ever over. If they madeit. The planet had become adead end for billions of people; not so
long ago, he had been a dead man waking on stolen time himself, but somewhere aong the way that had
changed. He wasready to play hispart intheend, tofinishiit....

"Ready," said Ripley. She started toward the hill.

"Ready,” hereplied, but not to anyonein particular. He started after her.



They stood at the base of the hill in front of the gate. The metal door looked asif it had been melted
open with awelding device; it gported ahuge gaping holein the middle. Ripley had thought wegponsfire
when she had seen it from the Kurtz, but the edges of the hole were smooth. She wondered what exactly
had gone on in the last hours here, before the scientists had been taken....

Wilks stepped into the darknessfirdt.

Ripley waited afew beats and then followed, pulled hersdlf through the hole and took abreath. The
ar wasthick with moisture and the smell of mold. Grayish-green moss and lichens had developed in
scraggly patches along the inside of the gate. Nice place.

The small room she had stepped into led to adark corridor; amechanica door, stuck hafway
open, separated the two.

Tak tome, Wilks" shesad.

"Got agtraight walk ahead of you for ten meters, then atee—the sign says ‘armory* on the right
and 'control’ left. No sign of infestation, and the mold is pretty thick on either branch. | think were aone.”

Ripley let out her air and stepped around the broken door. "Y ou heard him," she said. Moto and
Tully camein behind her with the equipment cases.

"Let usknow, Falk," she said softly. He would keep watch at the gate. Billie, McQuade, and the
doctor were back at the Kurtz.

"Gotcha."

She directed her light forward as she moved down the dank hall. Wilks stood at the tee, weapon
up, hisface distorted in the swaying light.

"You stay here," hesaid. "I'll check control.” His voice echoed with afaintly metalic ring.
Wilks moved off down the hall.

Ripley kept her weapon trained toward the armory, athough Wilks was right—it didn't look like
anyone had been herein months.

Anyoneor anything, she added mentdly.

Moto and Tully waited with her. "Maybe the firing sequence wasinterrupted by some natura
phenomenon,” said Moto. She poked at astrand of damp moss on the wall. " These weapons were never
meant to withstand exposure to the elements.”

Wilksrgoined them. "Clear,” hesaid. "Not areal complicated maze. Hall runs straight twenty
meters and then dbows into control. Let me check the other sde and were set.”

"Il cover," said Ripley. Tully, Moto, you go ahead.”

Ripley clutched her weapon with damp pa ms— androids could swest, after al—and waited for
Wilksin the murky stillness. She was reedy for thisto be over with; shewastired of being looked to for
answers. Billie was right—she did need to finish what she had started. But when it was done, she had a
lot more shit to dedl with. It seemed as though it would never end....



Wilks moved back to join her. "That didn't takelong," she said. "Same setup on thisside, only the
door islocked and sedled. Hasn't been opened in awhile, either. | think the bombs are safe.” She smiled.
" Great—safe bombs." Wilks chuckled. "Y eah, funny. I—" "Hey," Moto crackled into their ears, "looks
like we got alittle more than corrosion down here." She sounded worried. "I think someonetried to put a
stop to this countdown permanently.”

Billie sat in the control room of the Kurtz and listened to Ripley's report.

"... wevelocdized the problem, but it's going to take longer than I'd hoped. Everything has been
didinked, and asfar aswe can tell, the main set of hardwiring was bollixed." Her voice was punctuated
with heavy gttic; the 'corns weren't designed to send or receive through so many tons of rock.

"How long?' said Billie.
"Well be lucky to get out of here by dark.”

She continued to outline the Situation, but Billie tuned it out The sun was il high above; night wasa
good six hours away. Plenty of time.

She stood and stretched leisurdly as Ripley cut off. "I'm going to take some food packets over,"
Billiesad. "That should cheer them up.”

McQuade grinned. "Or they might decideto blow usdl to hell.”

"Just don't give them any of the tir-fry and we're probably safe,” said Jones. " Suicide was onmy
mind when | atedinner.”

Billielaughed.
"Want company?' said McQuade. " Jones could watch the sensors—"
"Nah." She hoped she sounded casud. "I'll only be aminute.”

She walked back to the dining hall and gathered some of the self-heating packets and some
utensils. She also stopped by the weapons stock for afew extra magazines before heading to the lower
deck.

Taking aflier wouldn't jeopardize the misson; if she didn't make it back in time—well, shewould
just haveto. She didn't expect them to wait for her.

Billiewalked out of the APC dock and squinted in the bright light. The air was sweet and cool
againgt her skin, afar cry from the canned recycled stuff that she was accustomed to. Insects and birds
sang their songsin the trees around the compound. It was beautiful, what was left of it.

The firepower that the others were currently setting up would take out a big chunk of thisentire
region, as Ripley had explained it; but not right away.

"Sx months?' Fak had said. "Why so fucking long?"

"Itsabig planet. Thediensaredl over it. Assuming they can swim—Dbetter, of course, if they cant
and they drown—it'll take three or four months for them to get here. They could be 20,000 kilometers
away, hdfway around the planet. Allowing time for them to stop and eat and pee, Six months should be

plenty.”



That had brought up abunch of other questions: Why was the superqueen calling them? Maybe
whoever made these war toys was coming to collect them, somebody—Wilks?—had said. Would they
stay here once they arrived? Nobody knew. They had to go with what they had. They'd baited the trap
and they had to alow timefor the ratsto get to the cheese....

Billie shook the memory. Falk raised a hand as she approached.

"Brought you some lunch,” she said.

"Oh, boy." Helooked lessthan thrilled. ™Y ou gonnajoin usfor the poisoning?*

"Nope. | thought I'd seeif | could scavenge some supplies from afew of the buildings.”
Falk took the assortment of foil pouches from her with afrown.

"l don't think that's such agood idea," he said. "Does Ripley know—7?"

Billie shrugged. "Tdl her if you want. I'm armed, the compound is empty, and McQuadeis
watching for activity." She tapped her headset. "Besides, I'm sick of gtting on my ass; thought I'd make
mysdf usful.”

"l hear that," said Falk. "Just be careful.”

She smiled and waked away. The flierswere hidden from Falk's vantage point, two buildings
away. She stepped out of view and picked up her pace a bit.

"What are you doing, Billie?' McQuade's voice spokein her ear.

Fak spoke before she did. "Trying to find us some decent food instead of thisswill," he said.
"Surely you can't object to that?'

Thank you, Falk! She reached thefirst ship and looked insde; Wilks and the others had |eft the
hatches popped open. The landhopper was tiny, made to accommodate afew people, with only minimal
gpace and scant supplies. Her heart sank when she saw the ripped wires and broken plastic of the
console.

"There's nothing in those ships but emergency rations,” said McQuade. "Why don't you just get
back here?| don't like theideaof you roaming around by yourself, and you could mess up my readings.
The Kurtz isn't out of food—"

“I'mabig girl," said Billie as she moved to the second flier. She kept her movements casud; if
McQuade saw her run, he'd sound an darm. "'l was actualy looking for some more tools—"

"Billie, get back to the ship now," said Ripley. The edgein her voice was sharp, even through the
datic.

So much for playing it safe—

Billie stepped into the second flier and looked around. 1t seemed undamaged. She did the hatch
closed behind her and hurried to the pilot's seet. A few switches and the ship hummed to life.

"Dammit, Billie, talk to me! What the hdll are you doing? Y ou can't leave; we don't havetime for
thigd"

Billieignored Ripley and fed the access codes and coordinates into the small computer. Thank



Buddhafor smdl favors, like nil security on thelittle ship. Plenty of fue, autometic everything—

"Billie, wait!" 1t was Wilks. "I'll go with you, just hold on aminute—" At least he sounded more
worried than angry.

"Sorry," shesad. "Thisisthe only way; | know she's not dead. I'll be back before dark if | can—"

Billietoggled the user-friendly controls and the flier began to lift. She understood most of the
buttons and hoped that what she didn't know wouldn't hurt her. She yanked the headset off and threw it
down as Ripley and the captain shouted at her and the small ship pivoted inthe air.

She knew they were pissed, but they didn't need her to finish. Ripley's hatred was behind
everything the older woman did; Billie was motivated by afeding that seemed just as sirong. Love?

She strapped inwith aslent prayer asthe flier rocketed south:

Please | et this work.
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Shit," Ripley said. "I should have known, she told me shewas going to do this."
Tully and Moto continued to strip wiresin the dimly lit control room.

"Nothing we can do about it now," Wilkssaid. Anicy hand had gripped hisheart; hefdt as
frustrated as Ripley and sick with fear for the young woman. He had known Billie longer, had known
how the ‘casts of the lost family had eaten at her; if anyone was responsible, he was.

If you had been thinking, you could have stopped her.
Then it was Billigs voice he heard: Fuck off, Wilks, who do you think you are?

Wilks gritted histeeth. There wasn't anything he could do. Just hope that Billie was going to come
back. If anything happened to her, hed—

What?
Nothing.
Ripley said, "You'reright. | just wish ..." Shetrailed off and absently picked up her spot welder.

"Hey, everyone there?' McQuade's voice crackled from the set. "I got movement here, coming
from the west!"

Wilksundung hisrifle and started to the exit.
"Fak?' hesad asheran.
"Nothing yet"

"Can't get anumber,” said McQuade. "They're moving in agroup, five or Sx—"



Wilks reached the diding door. Falk crouched in the small anteroom, shielded by the thick melted
gate, weapon pointed out.

"They've stopped outside the compound,” M cQuade said. "L ooks like—wait. Somebody's
coming."

Wilks and Falk stood together and waited. "Everyone stay put,” Wilks said.

A lonefigure sumbled into view, hafway between the Kurtz and Oronas hill. A woman, unarmed.
Her clotheswerein rags, exposing one dirty breast. Her face was a mask of fear.

"Hello?' she cdled out, voice quaking. "Is anyone here?' She pushed stringy, matted hair out of her
eyes and looked around nervoudy. "I'm safe! We've been waiting for a ship to come—" She turned and
held outstretched arms toward the Kurtz, pamsup. "Pleasa!”

"Wilks?' Fak whispered. He lowered hisrifledightly.
"1 dunno." He looked at the woman. Y elled: "Bring the others out into the open!™

She spun at the sound of hisvoice, but kept her arms up. Her face twisted and she began to sob.
"Yes," shesad, "of course!™

Two men and another woman walked into view, astattered and grubby asthe first person. They al
looked frightened and unsure of themselves. None of them were armed.

"McQuade? Isthat it?" Wilks asked.

A pause. "Can't tdl. Nothing else moving."

Thefour stood in the open. They swayed dightly, asif holding themselves up was an effort.
"You catching this, Ripley?* said Wilks.

"Yeah." She sounded worried. "I don' likeit; could betrouble.”

"We got ‘em covered," said Falk. "What say | step outside and see? If they got friendsin the
bushes, they won't fire on their own people—"

Wilkstightened hisjaw. "They might."

"We could stay in here and talk about it al day,” Falk said, "but eventualy were going to haveto
go back to the ship. Gotta do something with ‘em.”

Wilks nodded. Hedidn' like it either, but Falk wasright. "Stay low and give me aclear Sght," he
sad.

Fak raised hisvoice. "Okay, I'm coming out now! We have |loaded weapons, so don't move!™

The first woman continued to sob, the only noisein the il air. Falk climbed through the gate,
carbine trained on the ragged group. He moved toward them dowly and carefully.

Wilks put one leg through the gate and straddled it. He pointed hisrifle at the clump of treeson the
west—

The four people suddenly hit the ground as one, the quiet shattered as gunfire cracked acrossthe



compound.

Billie looked at the computer readings as the flier sped toward the state that had been Northern
Cdifornia, but she didn't touch anything. It dl seemed fine; she would be a the coordinatesin alittle
under two hours, provided nothing went wrong....

What could go wrong? I'm a top-notch pilot and Amy and her family will be standing by,
waiting to jump onboard when | show up. Plus | have lots of time.

She amiled at hersdlf. She had gpparently gone insane a some point and hadn't noticed until now.
When she had committed herself to saving the child back on Gateway, she'd never thought sheld be
doing it thisway—aonein agtolen ship. She couldn't remember what she had thought—

That it would be easy, maybe. That someone else would do it for me.

If she had learned anything from knowing Ripley, it was that to make something happen, you had to
make it happen; silly and redundant, but very true. She couldn't just Sit and hope that things would change
by themsdves.

Not anymore. Thelittle girl's name was Amy, but it was dso Billie; they would make it together or
not at all.

Shit—

Wilks hit the ground. He didn't see the shooters, but he capped off a short burst into the trees at
chest levd. Thehillside provided partid protection; he didn't dare move—

McQuade shouted in hisear, mogt of it lost in the noise. ... fuckin' two gunners, due—"
Themetal gate clanged asbullets drilled into it.

Wilksfired again and spared aglance at Falk. He was down—hit, or had he purposely dropped?
No way to know—

Thefour fanatics remained till, but one of the men began to shout. "Dontt kill them, we need them,
She demands them—"

The other three began to screech for sdvation, caling loudly on the Grest Mother.
Oh, man! They were pinned down; they had to do something to break thisup.

Another barrage of fire chinged into the gate. Wilks got an idea. He screamed and lay ill,
pretending to be wounded.

Don't move, Falk, if you're alive, don't move!

Secondsticked by. Wilks stared into the bushes and waited. Swest trickled down his neck asthe
sun suddenly seemed to get much hotter. He heard quiet movement behind him, from inside the gate, and
hoped that Ripley had the sense to stay puit.

The four fanatics continued to pray in high, shaky voices.



Wilks heard twigs crackle and snap ahead of him. A dark shape moved through the woods.
"Not yet!" avoicetried to hissfrom severd metersfarther into the trees. "Wait!"

Two gunners. Wilks aimed at the shapein front and fired a doubl e tap.

Thefigurefdl back into the shadowswith ayelp.

Wilksretrained hisrifle at the voice and squeezed the trigger again. The unseen sniper cried out in
pan.

At the sound of the shots, the people lying next to Falk jumped up and ran toward Wilks. One of
them tripped over Falk's body and smacked into the dirt.

Fak rolled over, sat up, and cracked the man's skull with the butt of hisrifle.
Way to go, Falk!
Wilksfired twice more. Both of the women crumpled.

The last man stumbled onward, eyes crazed. He got close enough so that gore spattered Wilks as
hisfina shot caught the runner in the chest. The man fell, coughed blood, and died.

"Hold it!" Wilks shouted.

Nothing moved. If the gunnerswere il dive, therewas no sgn. He came up dowly, rifle ill
amed into thetrees.

"Fak, you hit?" he said into the ‘com.

The big man had lain back down. "Y eah. Not too bad, | don't think." His voice shook.
"Ripley?

"Right here. Did you get them?' She didn't sound too steady either.

"Pretty sure." He wiped at the bits of tissue and blood on his skin. "That, or | shot a couple of
innocent bystanders, let me check. Hang in there, Falk.”

"I'm not going anywhere."

Wilks pulled into a crouch and ran low for the trees, weapon ready. If anybody moved, he or she
was going to get pasted.

One of the shooters was dead, a middle-aged man with a shaved head. Hed been shot in the
throat. The other was till dive, afew meters away, a small woman with a bad ssomach wound. The
bullets had ripped her gut to shreds. Amazingly, she was still conscious; shelay on her back and pushed
at thedirt with her barefedt, trying to crawl away from the compound. She opened her eyesas Wilks
approached, her face contorted with pain and rage, her abdomen a dick red tangle of exposed intestine.

"Y ou'll—die—" she managed. "Y ou'll—" She closed her eyes, exhausted.

It was cool in the shade of thetrees; alight breeze gtalled the sweat on Wilkss brow as he aimed
carefully. 'Yeah," hesad.

The shot echoed for along time.



Tully worked at her portable console while Ripley continued to hook the system back together in
thedim light. The original detonator was set up on asequentid timer, too complicated to fix easily, so
Tully worked on achain-link relay. The hardwiring had to be clean; it had to last for awhile.

Fak was okay. He had two wounds, aminor one high in the left shoulder and adightly more
serious one through the meat of his bicep. Jones had aready patched him up and filled him with
painkillers.

Ripley worked as quickly as she could, aware that thisfirst trouble wouldn't betheir last if they
didnt hurry.

"Ready," Tully said. "We till have to tune Oronas dish to where we're gonna be when we reach a
safe distance, but the program is set In theory, we call the computer here and the clock starts running
when we send thesgnd.”

Ripley looked at the small console and nodded.

"Gotry it," shesad. "Wedon't want to count on theory."

"Right. I'll typeinacommand and send it. If the word shows on the screen, we have aclean signd.”
Tully grabbed alight and disappeared into the dark corridor.

Ripley stared at the jumble of wires and sighed. She didn't want to think about it, no time, but—

She had fired on the people who had run toward the gate. Meaning she wasn't First Lawed, a
mandatory feature in synthetics. It was dmaost enough to make her believe that somehow it wasn't true,
that Jones had misread the tests. Except she had never taken any kind of electronics coursein her lifeand
she knew exactly what went where; the knowledge was just there, like how to walk or speak. She
wondered what else she knew....

"Ripley?" It was Tully, her voice bardly audible.

"Doit," she said into the set. She turned toward the portable and watched. A series of numbersran
across the screen and disappeared. A second passed, and the word "boom™ appeared in the upper left
corner in glowing green letters.

Ripley nodded. "It works."

Static intertwined with Tully's laughter, making Ripley suddenly fed very far away from everything.
From humanity.

She got back to work.

Only afew minutes until landing. Billie watched the computer screen nervoudy and checked the
action on her carbinefor the hundredth time.

The ship began agradua descent through the outskirts of an industrid town. She had flown over
severd small cities, had watched for signs of life dl aong the way; sheld seen plenty. Hundreds,



thousands of aliens had run benesth her, headed north; there had been no people.

Billie hoped that the others were doing well. She aso hoped that she wasn't about to crash. She
rested her hands on the steering and pulled left ahair; the ship pulled left. She pushed forward and the
ship nosed downward a bit

Okay, got it—

The monitor blinked that the desired coordinates had been reached. If Amy'sfather had given out
thewrong numbersin that last transmission, she was screwed. Theflier'slanding engines kicked on and it
began to lower straight down. Billie maneuvered the ship over astrip of road. Rubble flew in the wake of
the ship asit settled onto the pavement.

Billie unbuckled her safety straps and switched the engines off, amazed that it had been so easy.
There was no movement outsde theflier.

She patted the extra magazines and st of flaresticksin her hip pouch as she walked to the hatch
and tried to ignore the fear. That the flying had been so smple somehow made it worse, like she had
used up her luck.

Amy isthe thing, shetold hersdf firmly, Amy and her father and Mordecai, and whoever else
has become the girl's family.

She stepped out of the flier, weapon raised, and immediately recoiled from the smell. The stench of
burnt plastic and rot was overwhelming; maybe it waslikethat in dl of the cities now. But the debris
wasn't too bad, at least. Apparently there were still afew places that hadn't been destroyed completely
by riots or infestation.

She waked around the ship. There was no sound, no motion; it was asif she werethe only living
being in an empty world. The buildings around her were dl auniform beige, and slent.

Where to start? She walked toward the structure to her right and read the lettering set above the
smashed door frame, endotech micro. That sure sounded like amicrochip company, and that's what the
transmission had said, right? This had to be the place.

Unfortunatdly, the same | ettering was on the building across the street. It was an entire complex, not
onefactory. Damn.

The sllence was unnerving. Billie stepped through the door frame. Her boots crunched on bits of
shattered plexi materia as shelooked up and down the entryway; hallsled off into blacknessin either
direction.

Maybe she could find a control room of some kind with aworking intercom system, or a speaker
she could hook up to theflier....

Brilliant. Except what the fuck do you know about wiring something like that up?

If she could fly aship, she could figureit out. She sure ashdll didn't have timeto search each
building—

Billie pulled aflarestick from her pocket and snapped it. Thetip Szzled red—adim light at best, but
itd have to do; if there had been a portable light onboard the flier, she hadn't seen it She kicked herself

for not thinking of it back at the compound as she stared into the pitch hallway, but there was nothing to
be done about it now.



She gtarted down the corridor to her |eft. Her footsteps echoed loudly and hollowly in the cool,
dead air—if anyone wasin the building, she wasn't going to be a surprise to them.

Within seconds, the light from the outside had disappeared completely. The glow from the flare only
illuminated the space a meter or two ahead. She walked close to onewall, held the light up to make out
the words on the doors she passed— mostly names of employees, it seemed.

The hallway seemed to go on forever. She struggled to damp down afeding of dread that
threatened to rise up and bloom into panic. The stadle air was clammy againgt her skin; she didn't know
where she was headed; anything could be waiting for her, watching her—and it was dark. That wasthe
wordt; it was blacker than space—

She stopped. Thiswas completely stupid. She would go back outside and reeva uate the situation,
shewasgoing toloseit in here—

Suddenly she heard anoise directly behind her. Shick.
Shefroze. Jugt alittle sound, could be anything, a shift of weight or—
The sound of adoor opening.

Billie threw the flarestick to the ground and stepped onit. It dimmed, but didn't go out entirely. The
flickering glow made the shadows dance wildly. She gritted her teeth against a scream, her eyeswide and
uselessin the dark. She turned dowly, as quietly as she could, her brain yammering athousand things at
once.

Human, not a drone, fanatic maybe, do | talk or wait? Are they armed? Oh, shit, oh Amy—
She pointed the carbine ahead of her and tried to think clearly—

—until apair of rough hands brushed against her face—
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The sound came up so gradudly it took Wilks awhile to redlize he was hearing it and what it was.

He had taken over Falk's position outside the armory and watched as the shadows lengthened
across the compound. Moto went back to work with the others after Jones assured them Falk was okay.
Wilks couldn't seem to focus on much of anything except Billie; McQuade was still monitoring the sensor
readings and Ripley had as much help as she needed, so Wilks|eaned againgt the gate arid waited for
Billieto get back.

And wondered if she ever would.

M cQuade picked up aship to the east, too big to be the landhopper that Billie had taken. It had set
down not far from where they had dropped the mother queen. Apparently there were pilotsin the fanatic
crowd, and none too smart. The bugs weren't going to be separating the followers from the baby food
for long once they started arriving in big numbers.

Now he focused on the sound. Kind of ahigh, keening wall, afaint whine.



"Hurry, Ripley," he said into the'com. "They're coming.”

Billie screamed and jerked the trigger. The blackness broke and re-formed around the bursts of
gunfire, the sound deafening in the corridor asthe bullets hit thewall. Shefdl to the floor and scrabbled
backward on her elbows after catching a glimpse of tattered clothing—

"Oh, God, don't shoot! Stop!" A man'svoice. "Please, I'm sane, I'm sane!”

He sounded asterrified as shefdt. Billie held still so that he wouldn't have atarget and trained her
carbine at the voice. She held her fire as the man babbled on.

"Please, | haveto find her, don't kill me—"

Her. The word sank in and footsteps suddenly crashed through the hallway as he ran away from
Billie, back toward the entry.

"Wait!" she shouted. "Amy!"

The footsteps stopped. He spoke again, pathetically eager. "Y ou've seen her? Please, whereis
she? Who areyou?"'

Billie stood up. "Wak toward the exit,” she said. "I've got my gun on you, so don't make any
sudden moves."

As shefollowed his footsteps down the corridor, the full impact of hiswords sank in. He knew
Amy.

An old, white-haired man with aragged beard stepped into the light filtering in through the broken
door. Deep lines of fear and worry creased his brow. Billie moved up to meet him.

"It'syou," shesad, "—your transmissons— whereisAmy?"'

Hiseyeswidened. "Y ou saw them? We had hoped that someone—" He broke off. Then: They
took her, two days ago. Mordeca was killed trying to stop them, the lunatics—she's gone. | don't even
know if shesdive—" Tearsweledin hiseyes.

Billiefelt sck. Two days "Where did they take her?"

"There are underground tunnel s throughout the complex,” he said. "They have Amy with the others,
part of their food or breeding stock, there'sanest at the east end—" He spoke quickly, tried to say
everything a once. "I've been trying to get inbut | can't, there were drone guards and today they started
running away, north, and | heard ships, | heard your ship—"

"Takemethere” sad Billie. If Amy was gtill dive, maybe sheld bein the net, waiting to be
implanted ... maybe most of the guards would be on their way to the queen. True, theréd probably bea
few left behind to guard the eggs that were till unhatched, but maybe it wasn't over yet.

Ripley had fucked up.

They pulled the control board from the wall and she worked over the dismantled piecesand
sripped wires for hours. It had to go sequentidly, A to B to C and so on, or the hidden bombs, some of



them kilometers away, wouldn't al detonate; rewire the wrong way and the first explosion could knock
the system gpart. That wouldn't do at al.

It had been going fine. Tully and Moto had both finished their jobs and she was amost
finished—when she suddenly discovered that something was missing. She was hafway through the
seventh switch before she redlized that she had run out of board to work on and she needed more.

"No," she said. She checked and rechecked:; the third panel had been misdirected to the fifth. She
would haveto pull it loose and rewireit. It would take another two hours.

How long before the first group of drones reached the compound? Maybe long after dark. Or
maybe five minutesfrom now ...

She pulled the switch loose and started over. If she had to stay on Earth to finish it, shewould. It
didn't matter if she died—aslong asthe dien bitch and her children were destroyed aong with her.

* * *

Billie and the old man crept down the sairwell together, the wallslined thickly with alien secretions.
The main nest was in the basement of a structure only two blocks from the ship.

They had run in the dwindling light together through the empty streets, had stopped for himto tiea
rag-torch before stepping into the silent building.

He held the torch high as they edged down the steps. The flame reflected off the dark, shiny
substance and created aflickering illusion that the stairs themselves were dive. With each footfall the
structure moved and shifted; it seemed asif they were stepping on aien bodies about to rise up—

It got hotter asthey moved toward the nest; they rounded the landing and started the next flight
down. A half-open door webbed with cobby spittle stood at the bottom.

A low moan, human, drifted up to greet them, followed by achittering sigh. They stopped afew
steps from the bottom. Swest ran down Billie's spine.

"l never got thisfar," whispered the old man.

Billie kept her carbine trained on the door and willed her legsto move forward. The nest wouldn't
be completely deserted, of course— someone had to watch the eggs—but Ripley had figured that into
thetime delay—

The door flung open and a drone legped for them—

Billiefired. Thething screamed, its teeth gnashing asits chest shaitered. Acid hissed and bubbled,
ateinto the plastecrete.

A second howling creature catapulted over thefirg.

Billig's shots ripped open the long skull; its jaw dropped open and kept dropping asit fell onto the
gairs. More aien blood spattered.

The old man cried out and therewas athird—
It loomed in the doorway and hissed, kicked at the fallen sibling in front of it to get to them—

Billie depressed the trigger. One of the bullets hit at an angle and sparked, atiny firein the gloom.



The creature fell back and Billie stumbled over the dead drone at her feet to get to the door, the old
man behind her.

"Don't sepinthe blood!" she said.

Billielunged into the basement and fired; dien cries blended with the explosions of the carbine. The
noise pounded her ears.

Dark figures darted toward her as she shot again and again—
Her |eft calf was onfire, the pain degp and intense—

The old man'slight flickered on behind her, just intime for her to see agrinning drone clap atalon
on her shoulder. Itsinner set of teeth shot out of the gaping mouth and she screamed, jammed her
carbineinto its gut. The shots blew its abdomen out behind it. The thing's claw ripped at her flesh, tore
her coveral and some of her skin, but released her and fell away....

Billie panted, whipped her carbine Ift to right.

Nothing else came a her, nothing moved. Her skin was blistered from the blast of close gunfire; her
earsrang. Acid had touched her leg and she felt her blood run from the chemica burn, but she was till
ganding.

Theguardswere dl dead.

They werein asmall room. The torch chased shadowsin the dimy den, adozen or so eggsinthe
center, most peeled open. Dim figures were strung to the wallsin various stages of decay; afew looked
alive, unconscious. Spidery dead larveae littered the floor and the place reeked of rotten flesh.

"Amy—" said the old man. He stepped past Billie. Shefelt a scream rise up when she saw what he
moved toward.

A smdll figure roped to the wall, head down, short reddish hair—
What had been a person moaned, lifted itsface to thelight....

An emaciated young man, his skin cracked, one eye swollen closed. Drool ran down his bearded
chin.

He grinned at the old man, his puffy tongue hanging out. "I'm pregnant,” he croaked, words durred.
Caked blood nestled in the corners of his mouth.

"Where arethey?"' said Billie, her voice ghrill. "Wheréds Amy?
The man'shead lolled forward. Amy'sfather
grabbed hishair and jerked his head back, held the torch close to the dying man'sface.

"Presents," he said. A bubble of pusin one nostril popped open; the liquid ran over his scabbed
lips. "The Chosen—breeders flew away—serve the M other"—the word came out muder—"flew to
oneness ... revelation. Shewaits—"

"No," Billiesaid. The shipsthat the old man had heard—

Heturned to her, awful redization on histired face.



"...theholy land ..." rasped the fandtic.
"She'slog," said the old man. His voice hitched.

"Stand back,” said Billie. She rammed a new magazine into her rifle and tossed the empty to the
floor. "'l know where they went."

And they would go there: Oronas mountain, the holy land—
But first thingsfirst.

Billie pointed the carbine and pulled the trigger.

The howls of the closing army were nearer, more distinct now. He knew it took thousands of the
bugs to make that kind of noise; Wilks scanned the skies as the minutes stretched by, the compound
bathed in reddish twilight. If Billie didn't return soon—

The Kurtz could circle and wait for awhile, but they only had so much fuel. And they couldn't stay
put with that many dienson their way.

Thinking about it, Wilks redlized they had made amistake. They should have wired the bombsfirg,
parked the ship with the queen somewhere else to draw the brood, then dropped her off after things
were ready. They hadn't thought it out right, hadn't expected the damned things to come so fast, for there
to be so many of them from that direction—

Shit, shit, shit—
"Done!" Ripley said.

Wilkstook adeep breath and let it out dowly. He knew Ripley would wait until the last possible
second to pull out, but that second seemed much closer suddenly—and it was dmost dark.

"Wilksl Company, due west, now!" McQuade shouted.
Wilks pointed hisrifle at the trees and yelled through the gate. "Ripley, Moto, let's movel ™

An unseen dien screamed from nearby as Moto and then Ripley ssumbled through the holein the
door. They dropped the tool cases and undung their carbines.

Asaunit, the three of them moved toward the ship.

The woods crashed and crunched with the sounds of movement, but there was sill nothing to
See—

Thefirst drone broke from the trees and ran into the compound, itslong body hunched, arms
extended. It was going to see the queen, but they were between it and her.

All three of them fired a once. The thing shrieked and hit the ground, nearly cut in two by the
armor-piercing bullets.

The forest suddenly erupted, spewed forth a handful of the drones at once. They loped for the
threesome, howled astherain of bullets found them.



"Comeon!" someone shouted behind them.

It was Falk. He stood in the hatchway of the Kurtz, bandaged arm limp, rifle extended with his
good arm.

"Go," Ripley said. She stood her ground, continued to fire as more of the dronesran into view.
Wilks and Moto ran the few metersto the ship as Ripley and Falk covered.

Wilks spun in the open hatch and fired. Dozens more of the bugs came out of the trees, their insane
bodies moving at great speed—

"Ripley!" heyelled.

She backed to the Kurtz without looking and nearly tripped on the deck. Wilkstook out three
more of the creatures as she turned and stumbled inside.

Fak hit the button. The hatch did up and in, too dow. Wilks crouched down and fired as severa of
the bugs scrabbled to get in. One of the drones grabbed at the barrdl of hisrifle just before the deck shut.
He shot its glistening teeth through the back of its skull.

Tiny molten flecks peppered Wilkss cheeks.

But they weredl insgde. A score of aliens pounded at the closed hatch, their cries muffled through
thedloy.

"McQuade, Brewdter, get usout of here!" Ripley yelled into her set. Wilks dammed afist againgt
the hatch. Billiewastoo late.

29

Theflier descended dowly over thetrees.

Despair washed over Billie at the Sight of the empty compound—well, dmost empty. Eveninthe
heavy dusk she could see the dark, aien bodies strewn on the ground.

"Oh, no," shesad softly.

The old man clenched his hands and said nothing. She had explained the Situation on theway. Since
the coordinates were preset and neither of them was a pilot, they'd had to return to the compound first;
Billie had hoped that the KurtZ's computer could help them locate Amy's ship, but now—

They'd had to leave, there'd been no choice, shetold hersdlf over and over.

In spite of what she knew to be the truth, aknot formed in her throat; she had been abandoned.
Ripley had finished the detonator and the Kurtz had |eft. They would die.

Billie swallowed hard asthe ship settled gently to the ground. She had made her decision and had
no aternative but to accept the results.

"I'm sorry," she said. She didn't look at him, didn't want to see the pain on hisface astheir mutual



hope died.
"It'snot your fault,” he said, hisvoicedull. "Youtried. I—I'm glad it'll be over soon.”

"We could try to escape the blast,” she said, but disregarded the words as she spoke them. Where
would they go? The planet would be dead, was dready dead—

"Amy wasdl | had," hesaid. "It doesn't matter."

Tearsfindly spilled down Billi€'s cheeks and she nodded. She understood.

Sheturned to him, not certain of what to say—

And heard the sound of engines overhead.

Her heart pounded as she grabbed for the comset by her feet and held the plug to her ear.
"...in, Billie! Talk tome!" It was Brewdter.

Her tearsturned to relieved sobs as the old man put hisarm around her and laughed out loud.

"No," said Ripley. "We haveto get out of here, now. If the things come back and start poking
around the compound, they could mess up the bombs. I'm sorry."”

Jesus, what a shitty deal, shethought. She was sorry; but the truth was that someone had to keep
the priorities Sraight.

The KurtZ's engineswere cycling. Ripley sood in the APC bay with Billie and the old man, had
listened to their story with mixed emotions. Theinitid happinessthat Billie had returned had been
replaced by frustration and disbelief. And ahorrible, dreadful sense of nostdgia

"Y ou don't have to wait for us," said Billie. She wiped at her tear-stained face roughly, like achild,
but stood tall. "Just help usfind the ship. Y ou can do that with the computer in aminute.”

"And then what?' said Ripley. "Y ou're going to set down in the middle of 10,000 drones on the
chancethat shé'saive?| understand why, | know how it fedls, but that's suicide!”

Ripley knew that shewasright, but suddenly didn't want to meet Billie's gaze. Did she remember
how it felt?

Fucking hypocrite. What had happened to her? All she wanted now was to destroy the breed that
had destroyed her life—by taking her daughter.

"Maybe you can leave without her," Billiesaid. | cant.

Ripley didn't spesk, her thoughts jumbled. Her goa wasto kill the crestures. Once upon atime,
there had been other goals. Back when she still cared ...

She looked up a Billie and saw avery familiar face.

"A ship set down about ten klicks east afew hours ago,” she said. Her mind began to clear as she
spoke.

Ripley turned to the old man. "Can you handle amilitary carbine?"



"My eyesight isn't so good,” he said, "but | can probably hold my own."

Ripley shook her head. "Thisisn't going to be afew drones, and it won't be easy in the dark.” She
paused. "l guessI'll haveto gowith you," shesaid to Billie.

Wilkswatched as Ripley gathered extramagazines and two portable lamps from supply and felt the
anger build. Findly, he couldn't stand it.

"You're out of your fucking mindsl" He searched for words, frustrated. “Think about it!"

Ripley spoke over her shoulder asif she hadn't heard him. "Stay here aslong as you can, then put
down somewhere safe nearby. WEeIl come back here. If we haven't shown on the sensorsin an hour, you
get to bein charge again.”

Sheturned, faced him, expression set. "Don't fuck it up.”

He wanted to scream. When McQuade had spotted Billi€sflier, something inside of him had—
released; that wasthe only word he could put to it. And now Billie and Ripley were about to go try and
kill themsdlves.

No. Sop this.
"Il comewithyou," hesaid. "At least et me do that—"

"No," said Ripley camly. She shouldered her rifle. " Someone's got to make sure things get
finished.”

"Y ou can gart the timer going now," he said. "In six monthsit goes off, we don't have to wait—"
"Wilks—" Ripley began.

"Shel'snot your kid!" hetried.

Billieand Ripley looked a each Other and then at Wilks. "Y eah, sheis," Billiesad. "She'sours.”
Ripley sad, "Besdes, we don't have any room."

"That'sbullshit! Theres—"

"Cut it, Wilks. Were going, you're not."

Hefollowed them down the steps and into the APC bay and tried to think of something elseto say.
The old man waited there. Moto stood nearby with arifle.

"Reedy?' sad Billie.

The old man touched her arm. "I wish | could be of more help,” he said. He started to say
something else, then fel glent.

Billie nodded. Ripley handed her alamp as Moto stepped to the entry button.

Wilkslooked at Billie. He wasn't sure how hefdt, didn't know what could happen between themin
the right circumstances, but—



She looked back at him, obvioudy prepared for some kind of plea. Defiant, strong—
"Please come back," he said to her. "Y ou have to come back, kid, because ... because—"
She put her fingerson hislips. "I know, David."

Chrigt, hefdt asif he were going to cry. Heturned to Ripley. "Be careful," he said.

She nodded at him.

The door opened and they were gone.

They flew to the east without spesking. Billie was scared but determined, and she could see that
Ripley fdt the same way. There was nothing to say.

Theflier'slightsilluminated very little of the landscape, ablanket of trees and the peaks of the hills.

Asthey got closer to the queen's mountain, the noise increased, making the Situation pretty damned
clear. The combined hisses and howls of the monsters dmost drowned out the ship's engines asthey
circled the pesk.

Billiedrew in aragged breath astheflier'slightslit the ground. The circle of light wasfilled with
moving black shapes.

"The shipisalittlefarther east,” said Ripley. "Maybe it won't be so bad.”

"Maybe," said Billie. She had never been much on gods, given her upbringing, but she prayed to
any that might exist that Amy was il dive.

Ripley vagudly remembered some part of a quote as she maneuvered the ship toward the small
peak in front of them. How did it go? Into the valley of death rode the six hundred...?

Below, maybe 100,000 of the queen's children screeched, aroiling sea of deadly, mindless
mongters. She wondered what was on the agenda for their convention, if they had any ideawhat they
were doing here or what was going to happen to them. And she wondered how many more there were
to come.

They skimmed the peak and Ripley dowed theflier. They didn't haveto search, at least. Theland
wasflat here, some kind of recreationa areagone to seed. The ship wasin plain view, directly starboard.

Dozens of the drones ran west through the light of the descending ship. Ripley edged the hopper as
close as she could to the larger ship and set it down.

The pounding tarted dmost immediately. Through the shield dark figures continued to stream padt,
their cries Dopplering away.

Both of them stood and moved toward the hatch.
"We gtick together,” said Ripley. "Get ingde, find her, back out."
Billie nodded, her cheeks flushed.



She's probably dead, thought Ripley, but didn't say it. After al, so wherethey.
She did the hatch aside.

The doors of the ships faced one another, both open.

Billie legpt from the flier and faced east. She depressed the trigger without aiming; it wasn't

necessary. A wall of creatures ran into the blasts and fell, sprayed acid and bits of exoskel eton behind
them.

Ripley jumped with her and fired repeatedly into the oncoming tide of drones.

An dien ittered acrossthe top of theflier and prepared to lunge. Billie smashed inits chest with a
short burst.

They sidestepped to the breeder ship, weapons on full auto. Enough of the things had dropped to
create an obstacle; more mongters clambered over their falen siblingsto be daughtered.

Billie g ected a spent magazine and dammed in another, just in timeto pick another creature off the
roof of the ship. The explosive bullets were shattering the things, and still they screamed and charged.

When they hit the entry of the breeder ship, Ripley covered asBillie moved insde.
A drone shrieked, reached for Billie from inside the doorway—

She sprayed it with stedl and its acidic blood spewed and bubbled the wall—
Thedien cries quieted dbruptly as Ripley dammed the hatch closed.

Billie moved into the hold. Dim emergency lighting, two exits, there didn't seem—

A creature howled and emerged from one of the hallwaysin a crouch, cramped by the
two-meter-high ceiling—

Ripley blasted it.

The mongter's head blew apart; itsarmsflailed for another second before it realized it was dead
and fdl to thefloor.

They scanned the room for more. Billie took in the human blood that painted the interior, the
articles of shredded clothing that lay about. And the bodies.

"Amy!" she screamed.

It had been a massacre. Billie counted twenty humans, maybe more, in atangled heap in acorner of
the room. Some had been ripped apart— there she saw anaked arm separated from itstorso, herea
disembodied leg....

She stepped over the serrated tail of one of the dead bugs and screamed again. "Amy!™

No response. There was only the pounding of her heart, matched by the pounding cries of the dlien
sea behind them.



Ripley took in the destruction, the wasted life that littered the ship, her mind in overdrive. She had
been here before....

Billietook a step toward what was probably the control areaand called for the girl again. Nothing.
The young woman approached the heap of corpses, searched for thelost child in their midst. Ripley kept
her rifletrained on the door closest to Billie.

It's better if she's dead than taken—But her heart wrenched as Billielet out acry and fell to her
knees before the pile, her face gray.

"No, no, no—" Billie repeated the word again and again as she reached through the tangle of
limbs—

—and the hatch behind them pulled loose with ametdlic screech and monstrous criesfilled the
room—

Billie was nauseated. The people must have huddled together at the end as they attempted to fend
off an attack. At least two of the dead till

clutched weapons—had the breeders gotten control? Or had the fanatics finaly understood that the
crestures didn't give ashit about any human life?

It didn't matter, none of it. She felt ablind second of hope as she looked quickly at each body.

A smadll face, flecked with gore, eyes closed, half beneath the body of atattered corpse. Billiefelt
her legs buckle; words of denid came from far away, from her.

Amy.

Billie shoved at the bodies, placed a shaky hand on the tiny brow. Oh, God, Amy—
Thelittle girl's eyesflickered open.

Gunfire roared.

Ripley spun and fired. Two meters away, adrone's grin melted and ran. A speckle of burning acid
hit Ripley's arm as she shot again; another bug's chest exploded into black shards. She backed up a step
asathird creature ducked toward her from the stream outside—

"Billie!" sheyelled. She opened fire; the blasts took the bug at itsthighs, the limbs skittered away
fromitstorso, and till it reached—

Thething'sarms flew back as Billie stepped beside her and shot its abdomen to bits. A scream—
Amy?

The scream was human, achild's. A red-haired girl clung to Billie and cried out, the sound lost as
the weapons thundered.

Ripley moved forward again. They had to get back to theflier, back past the relentless wash of
death—



—her rifle clicked empty as ataloned claw shot through the entry and grabbed a her—

—and Billiefired, sent dien shrapnd flying as Ripley jammed anew magazineinto her carbine—
It had to be now.

"[ll cover!" Ripley shouted. "Go!"

She jumped out into the darkness. She sprayed bullets, cut at the things. She was dimly aware that
Billie and the girl were ducking behind her toward the flier, was dimly aware that she was screaming—a
hoarse cry of rage from deep inside. All thought was gone, blotted out by the hatred that controlled her,
that pulled the trigger—

They ran toward theflier, dmost there—
Billie dapped at the externa control. The hatch opened.

Thegirl sumbled, fdl into theflier. Billie wasright behind her, Ripley dmost on top of them. Ripley
spun, hosed her weapon back and forth, deeting death on full auto—

The hatch closed as her wegpon ran dry.

The ship rocked from sde to Side asthe aliens swarmed over and around it, howled and hit.
Thegirl huddled against the wall and sobbed.

Billie crooned at the girl: "If sokay, Amy, if sokay, it's okay—"

Ripley ranto the pilot's seat and fumbled with the controls. There was a splintering crash from
behind, then another.

They're tearing the goddamn walls—
"Hang on!" Ripley screamed.

The engine whined and groaned. And lifted the ship severd meters before letting it crash back to
the ground.

The impact dropped Billie to the floor. She turned to the child, who trembled and cried but didn't
seeminjured.

Too much weight—
Theflier couldn't lift with the mongters till clinging to it, screaming—

Therewas awrenching crack from therear. A jagged, gaping hole appeared in the wall. Black
taloned arms pulled at the edges, widened it. A strange, oily sméll filled the smdl ship.

Billieamed at the hole as a great black skull, teeth dripping, hissed and craned into theflier.
"Billie, no! Don't—"

Billiefired. The drone vanished—and the entire rear of the little ship exploded into flames.



Ripley smdled the fud and turned; the fuckers must have ruptured the tank—
She saw Billie point her wegpon.
“Billie, no! Don't shoot!"

The wordswere lost as agresat flash of heat washed over Ripley. Billie was thrown backward; the
little girl tumbled with her to thefront.

Aliens dhrieked outside.
Fuck—!

Ripley ran to the hatch, wegpon extended, and hit the control. Nothing. Electrical and hydraulics
were shot, the door jammed.

Thefire spread toward them, licked up the walls as the air became thick with greasy smoke. They
were going to fry, unless—

Shetriggered the explosive bolts and the hatch fell away. Coal air rushed in.
Billie staggered over, coughing, one arm around the child.

They had to make it back to the breeder ship and pray that it would make air—
Ripley raised her weapon and stepped back into the middie of the nightmare.

Billie hustled Amy out the door in front of her. She searched the darkness wildly for targets, but the
creatures were preoccupied with the flames. A drone fdll toward them with ascream, its spindly torso
coated and consumed with fire. Bright orange crackled up its dark body as it writhed on the ground.
Other diensdrenched in flaming fuel ran from the ship, living torches.

Amy screamed and pointed to the roof of the breeder ship. Billie aimed asamongter flung itself
toward them, shot it. The creature clattered to the ground.

"Movel" shouted Ripley. Sheran for the breeder ship, firing occasiona bursts of ammo at the
creaturesthat still ran a them.

There were at least adozen caught in the explosion. The huge bugs danced and hissed, lit the night
with their fire-soaked movements. The air had heated to blistering—and the creatures had ceased
attacking.

They didn't likefire, Billie remembered.
She and Amy followed Ripley back onto the breeder ship.
Supid, stupid—! Ripley had tried to warn her; she should have known the smdll of fuel.

"Watch the door!" Ripley yelled. Sheran for the control room. Billie aimed at the broken hatch, her
vison blurred from the heat and swest.

Amy screamed behind her—

Billie pivoted, saw the drone rise up from behind the form-chairs and reach for Amy—



The spray of bullets batted it down. Amy cried out again, looked past Billie—

—and Billie spun just in time to see a scrabbling shape, coated with fire and screeching, run into the
entry and jump for her.

There was adead man in the pilot's chair, histhroat torn out.

Ripley kicked at him. The body did to the floor with athump. She dropped into the sest, stabbed
at the contrals, and the ship's engines coughed to life.

Rdlief, cool and welcome, flooded over her.

She heard thellittle girl scream, heard Billie's weapon rumble and roar as she continued to check the
readings. Hardly enough fud to take off, recyclers down, landing gear disabled, shields missing—they'd
be lucky to moveat dl.

Just alittle, just enough, just get us out of here—
Amazed, Ripley discovered she didn't want to die.

* % %

The creature fell toward Billie; its dying claws clutched at her torn coverall. Hot pain asthefire
burned her arms and chest—

She rammed the weapon out, jerked the trigger—

The monster flew back, sprayed pieces of burning shell. Billie dapped at the fire on her clothes, the
stench of burned flesh and hair her own. She dry-heaved once with pain and the odors of cooked skin—

The ship jerked suddenly beneath her feet. Billie sumbled backward and fell.
"Hold tight!" she shouted to Amy. She saw that the girl had grabbed on to the edge of aform-chair.
She turned back to the door, everything in dow motion now as the world shook—

—yet another monster scrabbled at the entry and Billiefired, blew it back. Strange, she had only
Seen its head—

She hiked hersdlf up on one elbow and watched. The night waslit from the burning flier, monsters
howled and ran past the doorway, the smell of burned materias gagged her—but—

Amy wasdive.

It was her last thought before the darkness claimed her for itsdlf.

The ship trembled as Ripley worked the lift controls. It rose at adant, one of the mains out— but it
didrise.

Fuck coordinates. Ripley grabbed the stick and pushed, led the disabled ship up and away from the
creatures, headed west.



"Got 'em!™ Tully shouted.
Wilksfet agrin spread across hisface.

The Kurtz wasin theair, flying an eight pattern high over the compound. Wilks hadn't waited for
the bugs to show—nhalf an hour into Ripley'stimelimit, he'd had Brewster take the ship up. If they were
coming back, better that they had a clear spot to land....

Tully frowned. "Wait. It's not them—"

"Who else—?" Wilks began and then stopped. He leaned over her shoulder and checked the read.
It was the other ship, the breeder. As he watched, the vessdl got closer to the compound and started
down—

"It'sgonnacrash,” said Tully, her voice cracking.

It was them, it had to be, and they were about to smack down hard. Wilks clenched hisfistsand
waited.

The ship was called the Coleman, according to the control board. Odd how she would notice a
thing like that at atime like this. She navigated the landscape as best she could, but the crippled flier
dipped and swayed darmingly. She shouted Billie's name once, but no answer. She had no time to panic;
aarm lights blinked across the console and told her that the flight would be ashort one.

They were dmost to the compound when the blinking overheat pand turned to solid red.

"We're going down!" she called back. Sweat dripped from her scalp and she lowered the ship,
prayed that the drop wouldn't kill them when the engines cut out.

The ship sheared off the tops of a dozen trees and hit the ground in a steep dide.

"Get down there, now!" said Wilks. Hisbody felt tight and shaky as Brewster took the Kurtz
down.

Billie opened her eyes as something shook her awake. She hurt dll over, her somach swvam and
dived—

Everything was strange, tilted. She sat up sideways and shook her head, wondered—
"Amy?' Her throat felt dry assand.

Thelittle girl clutched at abolted chair across the room and wept At the sound of Billi€svoice, she
lifted her puffy face and looked at her.

"Y our daddy sent us" said Billie. "He's safe.”

"Redly?' Amy's eyeswidened.



"Yes" sadBillie "Redly."

Amy'sface changed, the ook of despair swept avay. Tears fill running, the child stood and
stumbled across the room toward Billie, who stretched out her arms. Amy fdl into them and hugged her
hard.

Billiefdt no pain, in spite of her wounds.
Infact, sheld never fdt better in her wholelife.

* % %

Ripley limped into the room and saw the two of them embracing. The sound of the KurtZ's engines
overhead was beautiful, a perfect complement to the picture before her.

"Let'sget out of here," she said. Tearstrickled down her cheeksfor thefirst timein aslong as she
could remember.

She could il cry.

Something elseto livefor.

The Kurtz lifted, up through the atmosphere to where Orona's dish would be aimed. The dark
Eathfdl avay.

Wilks stood at the door of mediab.

Billie and Ripley had both been wounded, but not as badly as he'd first thought when they'd
staggered out of the ship. Both had acid burns, and Billie had inhaed a good amount of chemica smoke,
but they were going to be okay. Jones checked the child for implantation; she was clean.

It was over. Almost, he amended.

Hefdt—pretty good, actudly. For achange. Theway Billie had smiled at him in mediab had
something to do withit....

He'd thought that the end would leave him empty, but it was having an opposite effect. There was
il alot of universe out there. Hewas old, yeah, but not dead yet.

Not by a long fucking shot. For aburnout, for adumbass marine who had wasted so much of his
lifewaiting for it to be over, he had findly done something worth doing—and now, he decided, it was
timeto move on.

Yeah.

Billielay in her cot and felt deepy and warm. Whatever Jones had given her was doing her aworld
of good.



Amy and her father had just |eft for the dining hall, handslinked. They'd sat on the exam table next
to her for an hour, exchanged stories, paused now and then for pats and hugs. Amy cried through much
of it; the emotiona wounds would be dow to hedl, Billie knew. But shewould be thereto help.

Billiefdlt asense of peace that she had never felt before. The hiding was over. She had set out with
the otherslittle more than ascared child herself, had faced fears that had plagued her entire life—and had
survived.

No, better. They had survived. Ripley, Wilks, Amy and her father, the res—now they could move
on.

To what, she didn't know—and as she felt consciousness dip away, she found she didn't care.
Therewaslovein her ... for Amy, for David— hard to think of him that way and not as Wilks, but she
could get used to it. Things were okay—

Billiedent.
* % *

Ripley touched the plastiskin on her arm absently and stared into the blank computer. She sat in
front of the controls, Tully, Wilks, and McQuade nearby.

Seeing Amy and Billie together had reminded her of afew things from her past, emotions that were
real and strong, synthetic or not. She had played a part in the lives of these people; and she had
discovered something in hersdlf that sheld thought was gone forever—self-respect. She wasready to give
ashit about who she was—what she was. Somehow, it wasn't nearly so frightening anymore....

"Whenever you'reready,” Tully said.

Ripley put her fingers on the keys; a sudden rush of energy flowed through her. What word could
shetypein, what word would tell the story best? It didn't matter, of course—any four-letter command on
the right frequency would send the signal that began the countdown, the pulse that would start the clock
running—but it felt important anyway, some symbolic gesture of thefindity....

After amoment, shetapped in the word Life and looked at it for afew seconds. Yes. That was
appropriate.

With asteady hand, Ripley reached for the send key.
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