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PROLOGUE

TIME: FOURTEEN YEARSAFTER EMERGENCE DAY . PLACE: SOMEWHERE BENEATH THE SURFACE OF
SERA.

For a time, the humans of Sera knew the illusion of peace...until Emergence Day.

At that moment, our people broke free from our subterranean world, erupting into the domain of
these groundwalkers, and wiping out whole cities. We fought and killed the humans on their fine
boulevards, in their homes, on their battlefields.

And they fought back.

In time, their valiant defense was crushed. With billions dead, humans denied their enemy control
by destroying their own civilization. They launched devastating attacks on their own
territory—sacrificing their own citizens—so that we could not possessit. Such istheir loathing and
fear of us.

Understand what a world must do to survive—what humans must do, and what we must do. But
survive we must.



Now the humans’ long struggle against overwhelming odds approaches the final, desperate
stand...

(QUEEN MY RRAH OF THE LOCUST HORDE, ADDRESSING NEW LOCUST TROOPSWAITING TOGO INTO
BATTLEFOR THEFIRST TIME.)

URBAN PATROL IN EPHYRA,; 14 YEARSAFTER EMERGENCE DAY, ONEWEEK AFTER THELIGHTMASS
ASSAULT ON THE LOCUST.

| swear | can smdl barbecue.

| don’t mean scorched flesh—that’ s a stench | know pretty well. | mean meat, proper mest, the bitter
tang of charcod at the back of your throat, smoky fat, spices, juices. I'm point man today; | rasemy fist
to halt the squad.

See, smel matters when you're on patrol. It’s part of the picture you build up, asmuch aclue as
anything you see, hear, fedl. It tdlsyou plenty: dead bodies, how long they’ ve been dead, discharged
wespons, leaking fud, fresh ar from adistant vent when you're looking for away out. And, of course, it
tellsthe enemy plenty about you.

So how many Locust areleft?
Marcuslooks around dowly, not blinking, like he samachine scanning the buildings. “What isit, Dom?’
“Smdl it?’

Someone' s probably trying to carry on anorma lifein thiscity, pretending it’ s an ordinary summer day
like we had years ago, wars ago. Even with billions dead, humans get on with life. Even me. Even without
my wife and kids. Humans dways find something to hang on to.

Marcus pauses, inhdesdowly, then letshisriflerest onitsding.
“Dog,” hesaysat lagt. “Yeah, dog. Overdone.”
Cole chuckles. “ Save me aleg. Two, if it'sone of thoselittle yappy guys.”

“Shit, those Stranded eat anything,” Baird says. HE sgot no time for the bands of refugeesliving outside
government protection. Has anyone? Me, | try to remember they’ re our own. “Maybe they’ |l end up
eating each other and save usafew rounds.”

It' stheir choice to stay outside. The Stranded could sign up, do their military service with COG forces,
and get fed like the rest of us, but the dumb bastards still want to play the independence game—likeit
matters a damn now.

“Yeah, very public spirited,” Marcus mutters, and carries on picking hisway through the rubble.

But Baird' sgot apoint. Weal have achoice. It'sdumb to keep thistriba shit going when humankind is
closeto being wiped out. If we had any sense, we'd dl unite.

No, it's worse than dumb. It ssuicidal.



Then it garts, the faint vibration benesth my boots.

Marcus says smell’s our most basic sense, the one that grabs you hardest by the balls and gets your
atention. Hisdad wasascientist, so | guess he knows. But not here. In the city, it' s that trembling from
deep beneath the ground that blots out everything ese. It tellsyou the Locust are coming. You fed itin
your guts. The grubs are boiling up from underground.

There sill plenty of them around, even after we bombed the shit out of their tunnels. They haveto be
the last ones standing.

“Herewe go,” Cole says. He checkshis Lancer casudly, like he' sjust waiting for kit ingpection, not that
we bother much with that kind of stuff now. “Damn, | was hoping those Stranded bums might even have
some beer to go with that dog...”

Forget the beer. The ground starts moving fifty meters ahead, adow dome rising, shrugging off the
paving that’ s been smashed into mosaic adozen times aready. | react. Wedl react. There sno think.
My body’ s been here before athousand times, and it gets on with the job without asking my brainiif it

has anything to say about opening fire.

The paving cracks bulge wider as abunch of Locust drones break through. Big, ugly, gray bastards.
How can anything with two arms, two legs, and ahead look so dien? We dl concentrate our fire on the
same spot before the things can steady themselves and take aim, and in that narrow canyon of astret,
it sdeafening. A single grub goes down. Therest boil out and come at usfiring.

One minute I’'m ducking down behind a burned-out car to fire from cover—the next I’ ve got avise
around my neck and shoulder, and adrone is hauling me over the rusted metd, scraping my arm raw. |
try to bring the Lancer’ schainsaw up into its gut. But the thing’ sgot me so closein arear stranglehold
that | can’t movethe damnrifle. I’'m trying to grab my knife with my free hand. | can hear hammering
gunfire, Coleydling, Baird breathless like he' s punching the crap out of something, and just asilence
where Marcusis—except for rapid fire. Something wet sprays my face. I’'m losing consciousness, but
I’'m taking that Locust bastard with me, you bet | am, and | ram the blade into any part of the drone| can
reach.

That's for my kids. That's for Maria. That's for dl my buddies. That's for—

Thenit'slike agrenade’ s gone off next to my ear. I’ m breathing again, and I’ m soaked in something
warm and sticky. The drone drops, | mean, it drops. But it' s<till got atight hold on me and nearly pulls
me down on top of it asit collapses. It'sgot half ahead Ieft. | freeze, look around in the sudden ringing
dlence, and then redlize none of usfired that shot.

Marcus gticks hishand in its skull and fishes out around. “ Sniper,” he says, wiping blood from hisface.
The drones are dead. We're not. That’s good enough, | suppose. “And not one of ours. Thiskind of
ammo hasn’'t been used for years.”

| hate surprises. Even onesthat save my skin. Anyone who can shoot like that had better be on our side.

CHAPTER 1

| swear | thought the place was a museum when | walked in. | mean, it was huge, full of books
and old paintings. And deserted, you know? That kind of dead silence that says just shut your



mouth and feel the awe of history. And then Marcus' s mom came through the door like she hadn’t
seen us, reading some papers she had in her hand, and she says, “ Hi sweetheart, you brought
some friends home? I’ catch up with you later.” Then she was gone. | saw the look on Marcus's
face, and knew right then that the guy needed a brother a whole lot more than he needed a
library.

(CARLOS SANTIAGO, DESCRIBING HISFIRST VISIT TOMARCUSFENIX' SFAMILY MANSION AT THE AGE OF
TEN)

EPHYRA,PRESENT DAY—14 A.E.

Dom Santiago decided that there was one good thing about a phantom sniper blowing aLocust’ sbrains
al over hisface. It took hismind off worrying how many Locust were still around.

Hislegs were shaking as he moved to the edge of the pit that had opened in the paving and aimed hisrifle
below, just in case the grubs had backup on the way. The shakes were just the aftershock of the
adrendine, but—

Liar. | nearly shit myself. The grub was choking the life out of me, a round missed my brain by
inches. That' s fear. Forget the adrenaline.

No, it never stopped being terrifying. The day it did, he'd really be dead. In the tangle of broken pipes
and cables below, nothing stirred beyond the clicking of settling soil and stones. Dom couldn’t fedl
anything under his boots now except the dight rocking movement of broken paving. The vibrationsfrom
deep in the planet had vanished for the time being, and the smell of chargrilled dog had been
overwhelmed by shattered bowels and pulverized concrete.

“Hey, smart-ass,” Baird cdled to the empty street. “Nice shot. Now show yoursdlf.”
“Better shout louder,” Cole said. “He could beamile away.”

It was dways hard to spot asniper. But in this maze of destruction and shadows, there were a thousand
placesto lay up and wait for trade. Marcus squatted down and examined what was | eft of the Locust’s
skull again. Then helooked up and gestured in the genera direction of the south Side of the Street.

“No, alot closer. The round went in near the top of the skull. High angle, and alot of kinetic energy left.”

Dom looked where Marcus was pointing, trying to work out where the sniper would have had clear line
of dght. Marcus backed dowly to the nearest wall and pressed hisfingersto his earpiece. Dom listened
in.

“Détato Control, any sniper teamsto the south of Embry? Any Gearsat al?’

“Negative, Ddta.” It was Lieutenant Stroud: Anya Stroud, still on duty after eighteen hours. The woman
never seemed to deep. If Delta Squad was awake—so was she. “Need one?’

“Not anymore.”
“Don’'t leave mein suspense, Sergeant...”

“WEe ve got ajoker loose with an obsolete sniper rifle. HE' s hel pful now, but he might not stay that way.”



“Thanksfor the heads-up. I’ll put out an advisory.”

Colewas till focused on the roofline. Baird lowered his Lancer and started walking again. “Let’ s get out.
Maybe they got a sudden dose of patriotism and redized they owe us, now the war’ s nearly over.”

“Maybe,” Marcus sad, “hewasaming at Dom and missed. And it’snot over.”
“Stranded never fire on us. They're not that dumb.”
“Oldrifle. Great shot.” Marcus reloaded, casua and apparently in no hurry. “So I’m curious.”

Baird didn’t look back as he picked hisway over falen masonry. “Plenty of Stranded are good shots.
Doesn't mean we haveto go find them and enlist them.”

Baird had apoint. Aslong as nobody was shooting at them, it wasn't their problem. But if someone had
asniper rifle, Dom knew it was stolen. Obsolete or not, the things were scarce. A handful of factories
struggled to produce spares, let aone crank out new weapons. Every operationd piece of kit, from
Ravensto Armadillosto assault rifles, was alosing battle between maintenance and decay. Like dl
Gears, Dom cannibalized parts from anything he could grab. Baird was amaster &t it.

“Y eah, we need to know,” Dom said. “ Because if therifleisn’t stolen, that means the owner’ s one of us.
A veteran.”

Baird paused to pick up something. When he held it closer to hisface to examineit, Dom could seeiit
was aservo part of somekind. “It'sold kit and they’ re thieving scum.” Baird pocketed the servo.
“Because no Gear is going to hang around with street vermin if he’ s capable of shooting.”

Again, the cocky little bastard was right. Dom wanted to see him proved wrong someday, if only to shut
his mouth for awhile. Y es, veteran Gears reenlisted after Emergence Day, even some really old guys,
because there were two choices for any man worth adamn: fight with the COG forces, any way he
could—or rot. The only excuse for not fighting the Locust was being dead.

“Every rifle counts,” Dom cdled after him. No, thewar wasn’t over. “ And every man.” Heturned to
Marcus and gestured toward the likely direction of fire. “ Give me ten minutes.”

“Y ou've got me curious, too,” Cole said, resting his Lancer againg his shoulder. “1 think I'll join you.”
Marcus sighed. “Okay, but keep your comm channels open. Baird? Baird, get your ass back here.”

Half of thiscity block had been abank’ s headquarters, surrounded by snack and coffee shopsthat lived
off thearmy of clerks. It wasdl derdict now. Dom could just about remember how it had looked before
E-Day, the ranks of neatly wrapped sandwichesin the window displays, filled with the kind of delicacies
nobody could get hold of now. Food in the army was. . .adequate, better than anything that Stranded had.
Butit wasn't fun.

Dog. Damn, who'd eat a dog?

The glittering granite facade was just a shell now, with afew hardy plantsrooted in cracksin the ashlars.
Nothing much grew here. It didn’t get the chance. Dom and Cole edged inside the burned-out bank and
looked up to see that there were no floors, and nowhereto hide. It was a big empty box. Everything that
could be hauled away and reused—wood, metal, cable, pipes—had been scavenged long before.

“Wel, shit,” Cole said cheerfully. “I had my fortune stashed here.”



Cole had been a pro thrashball ar, arich manin aworld long gone. Wedlth was measured in skills and
barter now. He always treeted his worthless millions as abig joke; he could find humor in just about any
gtuation. But there was nothing much left to buy that a Gear needed. Dom decided that when life
returned to norma—even after fourteen years, he had to think that it could—he d follow Col€ sexample
and treat money as easy come, easy go. People were what mattered. Y ou couldn’t replace them, and
they didn't earn interest. They just dipped away aday at atime, and you had to make the most of every
pprecious moment.

When | find Maria, | won't take a single minute for granted.

Dom scanned the interior and peered down into a deep crater where the polished marble counter had
once been. Nothing moved, but he could see the old vaults, doors blown open. Y eah, better cancel the
order for that yacht.”

“Hey, Dom, you won't find no snipers down there.” Cole shoved him in the shoulder. “Heads up.”

The back of the bank building was adoping mound of rubble and debris, like scree that had tumbled
down amountainside. Above the ramp of brick, stone facing, and snapped joists, the rear wall roselikea
cliff and the top row of empty window frames formed deep arches. Now that was agood position for a
sniper—depending on what was behind the wall, of course. Dom dung his Lancer across his shoulders
and scrambled up the dope for a better 10ok.

“Nobody home, Dom.” Cole followed him. “Don’t you get enough exercise?’

“Just want alook-see from the top.” Dom grabbed at arusted stedl bar and hauled himself up the ssumps
of joigsthat jutted from thewall. His oversized boots weren't ideal for climbing and he had to rely on his
upper body strength more than momentum from hislegs, so getting down again was going to be
interesting. “Because he' d have to be at thisheight to get that shot in.”

Dom heaved himsdf onto awindowsll and stood with his hands braced against the stone uprights on
ether sde. It wasabig solid wall, built like a bastion, and thick enough for him to stand on comfortably
even in aGear’ sboots. On the other side, adjacent buildingsin various states of collapse provided crude
gairs down to ground level. If anyone had been up here, he' d had ardatively easy route down.

“See anything?’ Cole cdlled.

“Usud shit.” Dom scanned one-eighty degrees. “Not exactly apostcard to send home. Unlessyou livein
an even bigger cesspit.”

Below, the city till looked like a deserted battlefield, sterile and treel ess. Smoke curled upward in thin
wisps from domestic fires Dom couldn’t see. There was a visible demarcation between the parts of the
city that stood on thick granite—the last COG stronghold—and the outlying areas where fissures and
softer rock let the Locust tunnd in. Thelinelay between arecognizable city, buildings mostly in one
piece, and adevadtated hinterland. Thelineitsaf—well, that was the margin in which most Stranded
seemed to live, the unsecured areas where they took their chances.

Their choice. Not ours.

It wasn't the view Dom was used to from the crew bay of a King Raven chopper. It was static,
deceptively peaceful, not racing and rolling benesth him in a sequence of digointed images. He had afew
momentsto think. Even after ten years, hefound himself trying to visuaize where Mariamight be now.
Then he began wondering how they’ d ever rebuild Sera, and the ideawas S0 overwhelming that he did
the sensible thing and just thought about how he was going to get through the next few hours aive.



“Dom, stand there much longer, and somebody’ s going to shoot your ass off for the hdll of it,” Cole
cdled. “Let’'s commandeer avehicle and cover some ground.”

Dom wasn't so sure the sniper had gonefar. It was hard to move fast acrossterrain like this. Y ou had to
crawl, climb, burrow, duck. And that made it perfect to hide in. Whoever he was—Domwas surehe'd
hang around.

“He' |l be back.” Dom tried not to think about the drop below. He just turned around and jumped, relying
on thegivein theloose rock and the thick soles of his boots to cushion theimpact. It till shook him to his
teeth. “He' smaking a point. Not sure what, but...”

But Marcus had newsto take his mind off the sniper. “Moveit, guys. Echo’ s got grubs surfacing three
klickswest. Meansthey might still be moving along the Sovereign Boulevard fissure. We can get there
before anyone gets aRaven airborne.”

Marcus svoicerarely varied from aweary monotone. Even when he had to shout, al he did wasturn up
the volume. There was seldom any trace of anger or urgency, dthough Dom knew damn well that it was
al il battened down, and there certainly wasn't any hint of triumph now.

“Numbers?’ Dom asked.
“A dozen.”

“But that meansthey’ rethinning out,” Baird said. He fancied himself asthe resident Locust expert, and he
was. “Lookslikewedid it. We bombed the shit out of them.”

Dom prodded Baird in the chest as he passed him, friendly but pointed. “Y ou mean Marcus did it. HE's
the one who shoved the Lightmass down their grub throats.”

“Wdl, maybe Hoffman will hand him back hismedasafter dl...”

“Knock it off.” Marcusturned and jogged in the direction of Sovereign. Most patrols were on foot, out
of necessity; APCswerein ever shorter supply. “ The stragglers could still outnumber us. Do a head
count.”

Dom prided himself on hanging in there, just like hisdad, just like hisbrother Carlos. You didn't lose
heart. You didn’t lose hope. Resilience, Carlos called it; aman had to be resilient, and not crumble at
thefirst setback. But after fourteen years of fighting, there were only afew million humans|eft, and Dom
was ready to grab at any prospect of the nightmare coming to an end.

No, it'll be a different kind of nightmare. Restarting civilization from scratch. But it beats thinking
every day will be your last.

The only thing that bothered Dom about dying now wasthat it would end his hunt for Maria

“Right behind you,” he said, and ran after Marcus.

OFFICE OF CHAIRMAN RICHARD PRESCOTT, COG HEADQUARTERS, JACINTO.

Colond Victor Hoffman arrived five minutes early for the meeting and diverted to the bathroom to tidy
hisuniform.



It wasn't much of auniform, and this battered building wasn’t much of an HQ, but if he started treating
anything as not mattering—anything at al—then the rot would set in. This washow civilization was
maintained. This was how aculture survived. Museums and art galleries could be reduced to rubble, and
human society on Serawould carry on unscathed. But the way aman conducted himself, the basic rules
of every moment of each day—that wasdl that stood between the last humans on Sera and chaotic
savagery. It had to be maintained at all costs.

So Hoffman checked for stubble on chin and scalp, straightened his collar, and tried to disguise the Signs
that—yet again—he hadn’t had a chance to deep in thirty-six hours.

What' s going to kill mefirst? Thisjob, or the Locust?

The door opened behind him, just acrack judging by the muffled voice. A woman’ svoice; he froze, then
checked his zipper.

“The chairman will see you when you'rereedy, Sir.”

A man couldn’t even take aleak in peace these days. Hoffman didn’t turn around. He replaced his cap.
“Thank you. Give meaminute.”

He counted slently to sixty, contemplating hisreflection in amirror that had also seen better days, and
then turned on his hedl to walk the few yards down the corridor to Prescott’ s office. It was aroom that
hadn’t been refurbished since before E-Day. That, at least, won the politician afew points. Hewas
taking the shortages like everyone else.

“Victor,” Prescott said. He stood in front of a makeshift display board covered in sheets of paper,
studying each in turn, then glanced over his shoulder. “ Take a seat. Are things as hopeful asthey look?’

Hoffman folded his cap and tried not to gaze longingly at the coffee on Prescott’ s desk. He picked up the
briefing notes that were dways crisp and ready for him at these pointless monthly meetings, and leafed
through the digests. Food stockpiles—10 percent lower than target. Munitions—athird bel ow target
output. Utilities—domestic power supplies lessthan twelve hoursaday.

Businessasusual...

“All'l can say, Chairman, isthat since the Lightmass detonation, we ve seen mainly Locust drones, and in
considerably reduced numbers. Normally we' d encounter the full spectrum of Locust types over the
course of aweek—Boomers, Nemacysts, Reavers, you name it—and a lot more drones.”

Hoffman stopped. That was all he had to say. Prescott stared at him asif he waswaiting for him to
continue and give him some good news to announce. In the brief slence, an antique clock ticked with a
sound like sonesfdling off aledge.

Prescott’ s patience held out six dow seconds. “So did it work? Has the bomb worked?’

Hoffman didn’t like hope these days. It dways tended to get crushed. He pinned down histhoughtsin the
realms of the measurable and predictable as much as he could.

“It destroyed the Locust citadd,” he said carefully. 1t wasn’t quite how he' d felt when the Lightmass
bomb ripped the guts out of the L ocust tunnels, but there was no reason to bullshit Prescott. “We're
seeing alot fewer on the surface, and it got rid of most of the Kryll. But short of strolling down their
tunnels and doing ahead count, | don’t know what the overdl effect’ sbeen. Timewill tell.”

“People need good newsto keep going, Victor.”



“And when we get some, sir, you'll bethefirst to know...”
“Morad€e sacommodity.”

“For the army, too. Equipment failures went beyond critica along time ago.” Hoffman had this same
conversation with Prescott every month, like clockwork. “We ' re going to have to think about diverting
more civilian resources to arms manufacture.”

“How am | going to judtify that with fewer Locust incursons?’

Shit, | can’t win either way, can 1? “With respect, who do you need to judtify it to?’
“The population. They’ re running on empty, like you.”

“Without an effective army, they’ll be running on dead.”

“I don’t want any moreriots over rationing and power cuts.”

“Look, Chairman, for the moment, my Gearsaren’t as busy asusud. It' sagood timeto divert some
resources into replacing as much equipment as we can. Evenif the Locust have been defegted, you'll il
need a strong army during recongtruction. Once certain groups think the pressureis off, you'll have a
whole new bucket of problems on your hands. Top us up now, whilewe ve got breathing space.”

It wasdl true, al solid doctrine, but Hoffman knew how to play politicians. They were short-term
thinkers; but flag up agood threat to focus them, and they’ d drag their eyesto the more distant horizon.
Hoffman actudly didn’t have the luxury of thinking beyond keeping his men fed and armed for the next
day, week, month. So if Prescott got off hisback and concentrated on civil unrest and reconstruction, it
was oneless hasdeto ded with.

“| do understand,” Prescott said. “I' ve worn the uniform.”

For eighteen months. For appearances. Ever been under fire? No. “Then you' Il know society’ sdedl,
gr. Gears put their lives on the line, and civilians make sure they’ ve got enough kit and support to do the
job. Anything lessismorally unacceptable. And it' salso arecipe for defeat.”

Prescott wandered over to the window and folded hisarms, staring out over the city. The grime on the
glass—there was no maintenance these days, none of the trappings of aless brutal war—gavethe
broken Jacinto skyline a softer, more flattering focus.

Helet out along breath. “The average adult mae citizen is getting by on two thousand three hundred
caoriesaday, which isabout athird of a Gear’ sintake, women on eighteen hundred. Power’ s off for
more than twelve hoursin every twenty-six. Water processing can't keep up. If wedidn’t tie family food
rations to keeping children in school, we' d have feral packs of kids roaming the streets. My job’sto
keep society running, Victor, any way | can. | haveto think past wars. My job is tomorrow.”

“Wdl, I'mjust awarfighter,” Hoffman said carefully. “My job ismaking surethere Il be atomorrow.”

“Okay, it's been easy to motivate people againgt thisenemy,” Prescott said. “1t’ s not the Pendulum

Wars. Locust aren’t remotely human. Nobody’ s got agrub relative overseas with adifferent sde of the
gory to tdll. They're the antithesis of humankind, real monsters. But hate and tribalism only unite asociety
sofar”

“We ve lasted fourteen years.” Hoffman stood up to put on his cap. Long practice made him line the
badge up with his nose dmost unconscioudy, running the edge of hisright forefinger down over the meta



while hisleft hand positioned the back of the cap. Sometimes, when hefdlt the deeth’ s head emblem, it
made him wonder if the badge was aboast or aprediction. “Thisisasiege. I'm good at Seges. Give me
anobjective, and I'll tell you if | can do it with the kit and men available.”

“I'll ssewhat | can do,” said Prescott.
Hoffman knew get lost when he heard it.

It was al men now, near enough. The Pendulum War days of women in uniform werelargely over. As
Hoffman left, agirl in asober blue business suit—maybe the girl who opened the bathroom door—stood
at afiling cabinet with her back to him. When she closed the drawer and turned, he could see she was
severad months pregnant. That was apriority job now; not just replacing engine parts and weapon
components, but replacing humans.

Longer lead time, though...
“Maam,” he said politely, touching afinger to his cap, and walked out into the square.

It might have been hisimagination, but the sky was less heavily clouded than usual. He looked up, and
saw nothing. Nothing was good news.

Hisradio crackled. In his earpiece, Lieutenant Stroud' s voice sounded alittle more strained than usud.
“Sr—two more drone incursions. Ddtaare heading for Sovereign to RV with Echo Squad.”

“Thanks, Lieutenant. Now get some deep. Y ou' re not the only Control commander we' ve got. Tell
Mathieson to get hislazy assin that seet.”

“Yesdr. Stroud out.”

The link went dead. Anya Stroud didn’t fool Hoffman. Deltagot extra attention from her, and it wasn't
thanksto their refined taste in the arts. If she thought she could mend Marcus Fenix and make a decent
man out of him, then Hoffman had overestimated her intelligence, but it wasn't his place to lecture her on
pining after grosdy unsuitable men. Aslong asshedidn’t let it interfere with her duties, it was her private
problem.

And she wasn't her mother, poor kid. It must have been damned hard to grow up in the shadow of
Helena Stroud.

Or Adam Fenix, come to that. Hoffman brought himsdf to ahdt just short of actudly feding sorry for
the man’s son.

“You 4till got alot of ground to make up with me, Fenix,” Hoffman said aloud. He made hisway down
the road to headquarters, suddenly wanting to pick up arifle on the way. He hadn’t reacted that way in a
long time; now he felt naked with only his sidearm, even in the defended heart of the city. “A lot.”

SOVEREIGN BOULEVARD, JACINTO.

Dom could hear firing long before Deltareached the junction with the boulevard. Marcus brokeinto a
faster run, then sprinted toward the sound.

“He sgoing to get uskilled,” Baird muttered, maintaining asteady jog. “ Asshole.”



Cole gave him aplayful shovein the back, which was a hefty blow from aguy built like abrick shithouse.
Baird amogt fell. “Come on, baby.” Cole overtook him. He could till sprint likeapro. “Y ou don’t want
to get an ugly one.”

Therewas only ugly and uglier to choose from when it came to Locust. Dom switched comm circuitsto
pick up Echo’ s sergeant, Ross, swearing a blue streak as he emptied his magazine.

“Délta, you took your frigging time.”
Marcus svoice cut in. “Y eah, well, we re here now. Want ahand?’
“WEe re two men down. What d’ you think? We' re holed up in the mal. Soon would be good.”

They said the world was divided into those folks who ran away from danger, and those who ran toward
it. It was funny how you could overcome that ingtinct to get the hell out if you were trained hard enough.
Dom'’ slegs were moving independently of his brain, and as he rounded the corner behind Cole, he saw
what was giving Ross’ s men problems: it was the biggest Boomer he' d ever seen, and asquad of its
drone buddies.

The boulevard was a big, open space with preciouslittle cover. Dom and the rest of Deltamade their
way up the road by darting from doorway to doorway, and laid up for amoment behind an overturned
dumpgter.

The whole area south of the House of Sovereigns had once been full of manicured trees, expensive
stores, and pavement cafes beyond Dom'’ s pocket, but he' d window-shopped here with Maria before
the kids were born. 1t was hard to tell that it had ever been anice place except for the shattered stone
facades. All the white marble statues that stood in the wall niches had gone; Dom couldn’t even see
where theraised flower beds had been.

The Boomer and accompanying drones were preoccupied with the entrance to the mall, another
converted period building.

Its weather doors were long gone. But the security shutter—a huge stedl portcullis suspended between
fluted columns—had been lowered. The Boomer wasrattling it as easly asanight watchman checking a
flimsy door. The shutter wasn't going to last much longer.

Marcus had his don't-say-anything-1I’m-calculating face on. “Ross,” he said, finger on his earpiece.
“ , Isthe mezzanine floor above the entrance il intact?’

Rossi’ s voice was amost drowned out by gunfire. “Y eah. All the way around the atrium. Height' s about
fivemeters”

“Have you got control of the shutter?’

“ Sphincters—no. Shutter—yes.”

“Raseitonmy mark.”

“We vegot grubs inside, too. | wasn't planning on letting reinforcementsin.”
“Just raiseitwhen | say.”

“Want to share?”

“Let the Boomer in and leave the rest to us. WE Il go in from the top.”



Ross went slent for amoment. Dom heard avoice in the background urging someone called David to
hang in there; they had wounded to evacuate.

“Haven't got much choice, have we?’ Ross sad. “ Standing by.”

“Keep your channel open.” Marcus turned. “ Okay, we' ve got two exits at the rear of the mall, accessible
from the loading bays. Up the fire escape, along the mezzanine, and then Dom and | drop the Boomer
from above.”

“What do | do, then, catch up on my knitting?’ Baird said. “And how do you know the layout?’
“My mom used to go therealot when | wasakid,” Marcus said quietly. “1 explored.”
“And that’ swhat we re banking on?'Y our mom'’ s shopping trips?’

Dom was certain that Marcus was going to punch Baird out sooner or later. He d never seen Marcus
lose histemper, but nobody could take Baird’ swhining every day without wanting to kick the living shit
out of him. The longer Marcustook it in slence, the bigger the eruption Dom expected.

“Yeah,” Marcus sghed. “ So you and Cole give us covering fireif the grubs spot us moving. Once we're
in and the shutter lifts, close up and go in behind them.”

Baird was gtill muttering over the comms channd about what a crap plan it was, while Dom followed
Marcus back the way they’ d come and dipped down a side road to circle around the block. Just as
Marcus had said, there was arear entrance to the mall. The wals were il intact. The doorswere
missang.

Dom checked his Lancer and followed Marcusinto what was obvioudy familiar territory to him. “When
you say drop the Boomer, Marcus, define drop.”

“Jump him. Take his head off.”

Boomerswere so big and powerful that they could carry small artillery pieces. They were aso as dumb
as planks, nowhere near as smart as drones, so one way to besat their sheer power was to outthink them
and get closein so they couldn’t use their wespons.

Aslong asthey don't rip your head off first, of course...

Marcus shot up the stairstwo at atime, running on some childhood map that was obvioudy il vividin
his memory. Dom had spent much of that childhood with him, but he' d never been here. Maybeit hadn’t
been ahappy placefor him.

“Y eah, | thought that’ swhat you meant,” Dom said. “Close quarters.”
“Hell bresk our fall.”

Y es, Marcus meant jump, too.

What the hell am | going to do if he gets killed?

Losing the kids had been bad enough. But when Mariawent missing, Marcus had somehow held Dom
together, whether heredlized it or not. The guy was hisfriend, and hislast link to happier times. He
wasn't replaceable; not in aravaged world like this. The only upside was that everyone, absolutely
everyone, had lost family and friends. Y ou didn’t grieve done. Y ou were under stood.



I”’m not going to let him get himself killed.

Marcus, obliviousto Dom’ sworries, kicked open adoor at the top of the stairs. The two men stared
into pitch blackness.

“Lights” Marcus said, sounding asif he wastaking to himself. He dways did, from the moment Dom
first met him. The corridor had no naturd light. “Why can’t they give usadamn flashlight? Okay, this
passage runs past the management offices and opens onto the mezzanine by the eevator.”

“What if they changed the layout since you were last here?’
“It' saprotected historicd building. They had to preserve theinterna walls.”

It wasthe kind of obscure stuff Marcus was good at remembering, and it aways camein handy. After
fifty yards, feding their way with their hands againgt thewalls, they turned hard right. Dom could seea
bright rectangle ahead. The corridor filled with the noise of an intensefirefight.

“Doors onto the mezzanine,” Marcus said. It wasjust an empty gap now, without even the hinges left
intact. “Y ou okay?’

“Hne
“Youthink I’ve got adesth wish.”

“No.” Well, maybe...sometimes. “Hey, we do thistogether, okay? We aways have, dwayswill.” Dom
held up hisfig, fingers extended. “ Okay...one, two...three.”

Dom wasfirgt through the doors thistime, even though he didn’t know the layout. The noise hit him likea
brick wall. Once he was on the mezzanine, it al became clear. He could see the whole ground floor of
the mall from here, from the carved drapes that flanked the interior entrance to the blackened shells of
shopsthat lined the ground levd, lit by sporadic muzzle flash. Ross was crouched behind aretaining wall
of stone by the tairsto the basement level, and a Gear—David?—was dumped on the ground near him,
surrounded by dark stains. Marcus sprinted to the far end of the floor, overlooking the entrance.

“Rosd,” hesad. “Rosd, raise the shutter. Now.”

“Shit, can he get to the controls?” Dom put one hand on the stone balusirade, preparing to vault over the
edge. It was only five meters. Yeah, but it’s onto a frigging Boomer. He was so pumped with
adrendine now, so set on gticking with Marcus no matter what happened, that everything he looked at
was sharp, intensely colored, and somehow both dow-motion and flashing past him. “Can he reach
them?’

“That used to be the security desk,” Marcus said. He had hisriflein hisright hand; he leaned on his|eft
hand and did his|eft leg onto the edge, gaze darting between the entrance and Ross’ s position. “He's
right on top of the hand-operated controls.”

The shutter shook. It started to lift.
“Stand by,” said Dom.
“I gofirgt, and you cover me, okay?’

“Okay.” Boomerstook alot more stopping than drones. “And if you don’t take him out inone, I'm
backup.”



The entrance was way too closeto Ross’sarc of fire. AsDom got ready to drop over the edge, it
occurred to him that he could easily be caught in crossfire, but by then he was too pumped to stop. The
shutter lifted high enough for the Boomer to enter. It crouched under the barrier, most squatting, then
paused for a split second to look up.

Marcus put aburst of firethroughiit. It didn’t even dow the thing down. Boomersdidn’t seem to fed
pain. Then he crashed down onto its back.

Thiswas atwo-man job. Dom jumped too, boots first, and for amoment he wasn't sureif he'd hit
Marcus or the Boomer, but either way it felt like damming into concrete. The Boomer went down,
face-first. The force of the impact winded Dom; he tasted blood in his mouth.

Asthe Boomer roseto its knees to shrug them off, Dom was aware of deafening fire over his head, but
nothing else. He caught the Boomer in achoke hold, hisarm closing around its squat neck, while Marcus
emptied aclipinto itsgut.

Hefél back to reload. Dom jumped clear and carried on firing. Shit, those thingsredlly did take some
stopping. Not even chainsaws did the job on them.

Ordinary grubs, though...that was another matter. A drone came at them out of the rubblejust asthe
Boomer sank to its knees, riddled with rounds. Dom turned to fire, but the grub jumped Marcusfirst.

“Shit—" Dom couldn’t get a clear shot as Marcus struggled with the grub. He revved up the chainsaw
instead. Down through the shoulder, right through the main plumbing. Get off my buddy, you
bastard. “Marcus, hang on.”

But Marcus was aready doing some carving of hisown. His chainsaw screamed and stuttered againgt
armor. There was a precise technique to the saw: you had to put your weight behind it, or €l se the blades
skidded and didn’t bite. The best action was adownward dice, leaning into the target, but Marcus was
pinned on his back, cutting upward, and the grub was till thrashing around, even though it couldn’t use
itswespons close-in. Dom diced into its shoulder—and still thething kept moving.

But the Boomer was out of the game now, just a shaking mound of mesat on the floor. Somehow, Dom
kept it in his peripherd vision as he diced into the grub on top of Marcus. He was sure it was never going
to dieuntil it bellowed and threw back its head, hurling him clear. As Dom scrambled to hisfeet, he saw
agpray of arterid blood, Marcusrolling clear, then everything ground to asudden, silent halt.

The Boomer was down. It till wasn't dead—how could it hold out like that>—but it would be very
soon. Thethings bled out like any other cresture.

“Any more?’ Marcus said, jJumping up. “Isthat dl of them? Baird? Cole?”’
“I'm mopping up, baby.”

Cole rose up from behind a shaitered column and opened fire amost casudly, aiming his Lancer
one-handed. Dom turned in time to see adrone falling backward afew metersaway, gill firing in anest
arc that tilted up to punch into the vaulted celling.

“Nice.” Marcuswiped hischin and stared a hispalm. “Shit...”

Colelooked down at the dead grubs with faint distaste, and prodded one with his boot to check for
movement. Then heinhaed.

“I hate that smell.” He sounded muffled, but it was just Dom’ s earsrecovering from the noise. “It an't



putting me off my dinner, though. Are we done here?’
Marcuslooked around. “ Everyone okay? Ross, you still there?”

“Yeah.” Ross stood up. He was spattered with blood, and it could have been anybody’ s—even the
Boomer’s. “I’ve cdled for casevac. David' sin abad way. Abdomina wound. And | need to find
Harries srifle”

It was afact of life, driven by shortages;, they had to retrieve what kit they could. Ross and the last Gear
left from Echo Squad carried David out into the open to wait for the King Raven, then went back for
Harries sbody. Dom, caught in that weird limbo between fighting for hislife and instant boredom, found
he had to keep moving. He kept seeing shadows that just weren’t there. 1t happened when he' d pushed
himsdlf too far on too little deep. He could have sworn he saw someone go into the mall.

“I'll look for it,” hesaid. “Won't take long.”

Baird was rummaging through his pouches and pockets, fishing out ammo to reload. “ The chopper’s
going to be hereinaminute.”

“l sad I’d look. Right, Ross 7’

Ross had atight grip on David' s hand. It didn’t look like the guy wasin any shapeto grip back.
“Thanks”

Dom picked hisway back through the mall, wondering what happened to the dead Locust if there wasn't
apileof corpsesto be set aight to prevent disease spreading. Sometimes, when he returned to asite,
bodies were decomposing, and sometimes they were gone. Maybe the packs of feral dogs and cats
scavenged them. It wasn't an appetizing thought.

But he was sure the Locust didn’t come back for their dead; they weren’t like humans. They didn’t pride
themselves on leaving no grub behind.

Hetook another look at the Boomer. Shit: it wasn't dead. It still wasn't dead. Itseyesfollowed him as
he moved around it, baleful and accusing. After al that, the thing was till hanging on, just like David.
Dom aimed his Lancer, then paused to flash Marcus on the radio.

“Ignorethefiring,” hesaid. “ Jugt finishing ajob.”

He emptied hisclip into the Boomer. Hewasn't sureif he was doing it to make sureit didn't get up
again, likethe manua said, or if he was doing the decent human thing and ending its misery.

It might have been awaste of valuable ordnance. But at least it was dead now. He waited for its chest to
stop moving, and then cast around looking for the Harries' s Lancer, ignoring the bodies. He' d been able
to see some common ground with enemy troops in the Pendulum Wars, because they were soldiersjust
like him, but Locust—they were like everything that was rotten in people, with none of the saving graces.
There was nothing to pity or love or recognize.

And they smdled bad. That smell clung to him until he showered it off, dong with smoke and wegpon
resdue. Therewas no sign of the Lancer. Another flicker in his periphera vision made him turn, even
though he knew it was just fatigue. Therewas aretail unit right ahead of him, its doorway partly blocked
by rubble.

It was crazy, but he had to check.



As Dom stepped through the opening, rifle raised, he thought he’ d walked into adaughterhouse. The
debris on the floor from the collgpsed ceiling was littered with bodies. In the smoky gloom, he could pick
out limbsjutting from the debris, and hisfirst thought was that a bunch of Stranded had been living here
when the place came under fire.

For asecond, he recoiled, thinking he' d stepped on abody, but the loud crack beneath his boots didn’t
sound like bone, it sounded like...

Plastic.

Now he could see the bodies were just old display mannequins stripped of every reusable materid. He
picked up astray forearm. Even the smal metd bdl joints at both ends were missing. Hefdt stupid, but
he knew he was't the first guy to make the same mistake in the heet of the moment.

Dom could now hear the staccato sound of an incoming Raven. He picked hisway back toward the exit,
squinting against the daylight from the mal that plunged the rest of the space back into relative darkness.
His gut rumbled, and he reached in his bet-pouch for some dry rationsto tide him over. It was then that
he looked up, the edge of the foil packet still clamped between histeeth as he sarted to rip it open, and
found himsdlf staring across the beam of arifle stacticd lamp.

He aimed before he' d conscioudy worked out what was happening. He fired.

CHAPTER 2
| shall remain vigilant and unyielding in my pursuit of the enemies of the Coalition.

| will defend and maintain the Order of Life asit was proclaimed by the Allfathers of the Coalition
in the Octus Canon.

| will forsake thelife | had before so | may perform my duty as long as | am needed.
Seadfadt, | shall hold my place in the machine and acknowledge my place in the Coalition.

| ama Gear.

(OATH OF THE COALITION, SWORN BY ALL RECRUITS)

SOVEREIGN BOULEVARD.

Dom fired because no Gear would walk up on abuddy like that.

He heard ricochets, but he couldn’t see adamn thing. The afterimage of the lamp and the light from the
door blinded him.

“You bloody idiot,” avoice boomed. A woman's voice, a strong accent—South Idands, or somewhere
close. “You could have killed me”

The spotlamp went out. Dom redlized he' d dropped the ration bar. He didn’t lower his Lancer. “ Y eah?|



dtill might. Identify yoursdf.”
“It'sBernie” she said.

“I don't know any Bernie.” His eyes adjusted to the light again, but he ill couldn’t see her. “Lady, cut
the crap and step out where | can seeyou.”

“Next time, I'll let the frigging grub pull your head off.”

So thiswas his phantom sniper. She must have been trailing them al the way, and that thought bothered
him more than the Locugt.

“Yeah, | appreciate the help, but | still want you to step out here.” Marcus and the others must have
heard the shots, but he' d aready told them not to take any notice. “Moveit.”

Dom had been decoyed once, when he was too young to know the score. It was a Stranded game; get a
woman to keep aguy busy, then send the man to do whatever thieving he needed. The bastards had
even tried to stedl weapons, fuel, and vehicle parts from Gear patrols, which was agood reason for
leaving them to fry. Not that the women were any less trouble than the men, but in a species on the brink
of extinction—and humans were that species—nobody took risks with their femaes. They were hope,
the future, the survival of society—not cannon fodder.

Dom was cut short by the thud of boots hitting the ground hard to hisright, like someone had jumped
from aheight. He swung around.

It wastheriflethat got hisattention firgt, aredly old modd Longshot, aMark 2, followed by the woman
holdingit.

“Shit,” hesaid.

She was bigger and older than he expected—although he wasn't sure exactly what he expected—and
wore amotley assortment of COG body armor. No youngster, that was for sure; her close-cut dark hair
was mostly gray, but she didn’t look like anyone’ s doting mother. Shelooked like asmack in the mouth

waiting to happen. She clipped therifle back on its ding—shit, she had a Lancer, too—and stood there
waiting. Dom stared at therifle.

“Yeeh, | foundit,” shesaid. “Didn’t have thesein my day.”

She turned her back on Dom, strode to the doorway, and stuck her head out. Dom could see the tattoos
on her arms now. “Hey, Marcus. Don't tell me you don’'t remember me.”

Marcus gppeared in the entrance, Cole and Baird behind him. They looked wary, but they were taking
Marcus slead, and he had hisarms at hisside.

“I know who you are,” Marcus said. “And | thought you were dead.”
Dom struggled with the name. Bernie? Bernie... Bernie...

“I’'m not finished yet. Got alot of catching up to do.” She looked over everyone asif it was parade
ingpection and she wasn't satisfied with the degree of spit and polish. “Whao' s running the show now? Isit
dill Hoffman?’

“How the hell did you get here?” Marcustalked straight past her question. It was incredulity rather than
bad manners. It didn’t show on his face—nothing much did—but Dom aways knew when something



had shocked him because he blinked more frequently. She definitel y had. “Y ou got avehicle?’
“l walked.”
“For fourteen years?’

“Y eah. Try covering acouple of continentsthat al look as good as this place. And remember that wet
suff caled sea?

Her accent sounded alot like Tal Kaiso's, but she didn’'t have any tribal tattoos on her face. That was
gtill enough for Dom to decide to give her awide berth. South Idandersweredl crazy, and that was by
Gear standards, which dlowed for alot of crazy even at the best of times.

“Anyone going to introduce us?’ Cole held out amassive hand for shaking. Shetook it. “ Private
Augustus Cole, ma am, and the really ugly bastard hereis Corporal Damon Baird.”

“Bernadette Mataki.” She gripped hishand. “Bernie.” Baird just nodded at her, surly and working hard
on being unimpressed. “Marcus and Dom aready know me.”

“Wow, lady, you got a handshake like aBoomer. | like that in awoman.”
“Y ou’ re a cheeky bugger, but you'll do. Come on, Marcus, take me to Hoffman.”

Marcus made afaint grunt and jerked his head in the direction of the boulevard. Outside, the King Raven
had aready set down and the winchman gave them an irritated get-a-move-on gesture.

“When you ladies are ready, we' ve got wounded on board,” he said sourly, seeming not to notice Bernie
at firgt. * Just because ther€’ s not many—shit, you are awoman.”

“Hey, don't talk about Baird likethat,” Cole said. “He's sensitive, bein’ blond and dl.”

Baird didn't riseto the bait. Bernie svung hersdlf into the crew cabin and fixed the winchman with a
gare, which made sure he didn’t say another word. The Raven lifted clear, and Dom caught afleeting
glance between Marcus and Bernie that bothered him for amoment. It was the kind of look that might
have been aquestion or awarning or both.

I’ ve known this guy nearly all my life. We' ve lived in each other’ s pockets since we were kids. Is
there something | don’t know?

“I'mnot a woman,” Bernie said pointedly, resting the ancient Longshot across her knees. “| used to be
Sergeant Mataki. And | can ill do thejob.”

“Yeah,” said Marcus, staring out onto the cityscape beneath. “ She did. And she can.”
Mataki.

Dom found himsdlf trying to erasefive, ten, fifteen years from her face without looking asif hewas
garing. But she caught him looking anyway, and didn’t seem offended. If anything, she
looked...sympathetic.

But she dtill didn't ook like anyone s gray-haired mother.
Mataki. Mataki, Mataki, Mataki. Oh shit, yes.

Now he knew who she was. It came back with all the force of being shaken awake from a deep deep.



She' d fought at the Battle of Aspho Fields.
She' d fought dongside his brother, Carlos.
And, like Marcus, she' d been there when he waskilled.

Dom held out hishand. “Thanks,” he said at last. “Nice shot.”

FORMER WRIGHTMAN HOSPITAL, BARRACKSBLOCK.

It wasthefirgt half-decent bathroom Bernie had seenin years.

The fact that the building had once been amentd asylum for the crazy rich didn’t trouble her at dl. The
rows of washbasins stretched to the far wall, and the tiles were the ones she remembered from every
COG base she'd ever been in. The novety of running water would take some getting used to. Shefilled a
basin, plunged her head in, and savored the smple joy of fresh water before straightening up and focusing
onthemirror. Therewas abitterswest fed of home about it al.

She' d forgotten the smells; smoke, blood, shit, machine ail, discharged wesgpons, regulation carbolic
soap. They filled the locker room. Marcus stood cleaning Locust guts off hisarmor, looking mildly
annoyed. Then hetook off the do-rag he dwayswore and rinsed it in abasin. Without it, helooked like
atotaly different man.

“God, isthat the same one you were wearing last time | saw you?’ Bernie asked.

“No.” Hewrung it out, then tied it back on his head without looking in the mirror. “1 got anew one when
Dom sprung mefromjal.”

“Y eah, that’ swhat | was meaning to ask you. Aren't you curious about why | wastrailing you? I’ ve been
shadowing patrols for weeks.”

He shrugged. “ Okay. Why?’

“To make sure you weren't with the Stranded. | heard some weird shit about you when | got here,
Marcus. Isit true?’

“Depends what you heard.”

“That you deserted your post, cost alot of lives. That they court-martided you.”
Marcus shrugged. “Can't argue with that.”

“Not you. Never.”

“True. | got forty years. Served four. It was going to be a death sentence, but Dom spoke up for me.
And got me out afew daysago.”

That was Dom dl over. The man would diein the proverbid ditch for anyone he believed in. But Bernie
couldn’t imagine Marcus Fenix running away from a battle. There had to be moreto it than that—a lot
more.

“Y ou ever going to tell me what redly happened?’



“Maybe. Areyou going to tell me why you decided to come back now?’

There was an unspoken question in there. She' d put it out of her head so many years ago—deliberately,
carefully—that for amoment she thought she redly had forgotten what it had al been about. But it only
took aglance a Dom Santiago’ sface to remind her.

Hewasagood lad, dog-loya and humblingly brave, the spitting image of his brother right down to the
neat black goatee beard. She' d found it hard to look him in the eye.

“Don’'t worry, Marcus,” shesaid. “I’m not going to dredge up Aspho again.” No, Dom didn’t need to
know the details about Carlos then, and he didn’t need to know them now. “We agreed, didn’t we?It's
been sixteen years.”

“He slogt both hiskids. And hiswife' sbeen missing for ten years.”

Everyone had lost someone since E-Day, but that <till sounded like too much for one man to take on top
of losng hisbrother. “I bet he'sill looking for her.”

“Yeah. Y ou know Dom.”
“What about hisfolks?’
“Missing, presumed dead.”

“Poor sod. | thought he’ d remember me better.” Just aswell he didn’t. HE d only start asking her
questions. “Isyour dad still around?’

“No.”
“Sorry.”
“Y ou' ve been out of theloop along time.”

“Y ou bet. | went back homewhen | wasinvaided out of the army. Theidand wastotally cut off on
E-Day, so it waseight years before | even heard about the recall to Ephyra.”

Marcuslooked blank for amoment asif he was calculating. “Isthere any good news out there?”

Thegloba communications network they’d al grown up with had collgpsed, most of it within days of the
first Locust emergence. 1 came across afew survivorsfrom timeto time, usudly in fishing villages.
Harder for Locust to get a them when they put to sea.”

“That’ soneway of avoiding them.”

“I had ahdll of ajob getting hold of aboat, but there’ salot you can persuade peopleto do if you ve got
arifle”

Marcus looked Bernie over with awary eye. “Y ou' re serious, then.”
“I’mtoo old for breeding stock, but | can ill fight. Don't tell me | can't hack it.”
“Wouldn't dream of it.”

Bernie knew that aslong as she could hold aweapon, she had aduty. Any civvieswho stood in her way
were athreat to everyone s surviva. There was no room for neutraity or going it one, no choice of



sidesto be on, and she’ d lost too many people she cared abouit.

But everyone’ slost someone. Every human, our whole species, isin mourning. What' s that going
to do to us? What kind of society is going to come out of this? What are we going to be like after
so much loss?

Thinking that far ahead was aluxury nobody had, except maybe the paliticians. But she thought it
ayway.

Marcus continued cleaning up, and Bernie tried the showers. Even with cold water, it was sheer luxury.
She was never going to set foot in abloody boat again.

The main door swung open. She heard Dom’ s voice as she was getting dressed.

“Hoffman’son hisway,” he said. “ Anyasaysit was like someone shoved afirecracker up hisass. Just
sad ‘shit’" and took off.”

“Anyasad that, did she?’ Bernie called. “Never knew she learned that kind of language...”
“Sorry, didn’t redlize you were there, Sergeant.”
“I'm gill acivvy until Hoffman says otherwise”

Bernie waited a couple of seconds before coming out of the shower area. The last time she' d seen Dom
Santiago before today, he was crying unashamedly for his dead brother, and the victory at Aspho Fields
meant nothing. Six months after that, she was stuck in ahospital bed with a shattered leg, and then she
was out of the army for good. It was too easy to lose touch with people.

And then—you found the people had gone forever.

She wanted to kill grubs, to wipe them out like they wiped out her world, and being a Gear gave her the
best seat in the house to do that.

“I remember you now,” Dom said, looking alittle guilty. “1t' sbeen along time.”

“It' sokay. It wasn't like | wasin the same company.”

“You werein Carlos' s, though.”

It'sa normal comment. Don't start blurting stuff out. What else did you expect himto say?
“Yes,” shesad. “Good man, your brother. A bloody fine Gear.”

That wasdl it took; neutral, honest, inviting no questions. Carlos was a brother anyone could be proud
of. Dom just smiled to himsdlf for amoment, alittle sadly, and started singing under his breath while he
took off his body armor. Fighting Locust was a messy business. Bernie thought of the chainsaw bayonet,
and redlized that stripping down and cleaning arifle was awhole new game these days. Marcus was
using an old toothbrush on the blades. He' d disassembled the whole chainsaw feed and was digging out
connective tissue that had wound itself around the chain.

“ S0 has Hoffman mellowed?’ Bernie asked.

Marcus made that unhh sound under hisbresth. Bernierecdled it al too wel. It wasn't actualy asigh; it
wasjust an escape of disappointment, disgust, and disillusonment that he wastoo tired to hold in any
longer. “No, he' s il the asshole he dwayswas. But he’ stop asshole now.”



Dom, out of Marcus seyeine, gave Bernieameaningful glance. Long story, don’t go there. But she
didn’t recall Marcus ever having that much to say. She took that as aguide to just how bad the blood
was between him and Hoffman.

“Okay,” shesad carefully. “I'll try to Stay on hisleast offensve side.”

Marcus went on cleaning hiskit. Bernie gathered her bel ongings—one change of clothes, three changes
of wegporn—and sat in the lobby areawaiting to be summoned. Things had changed alot since she' d left
the service. The Gearswalking past her were al men. And they looked wrung out in away that the guys
she' d served with never had, however bad things had been.

The Pendulum Wars were different, somehow. After the best part of eighty years fighting, akind of
saturation level had been reached. Nobody redlly believed it wasthe end of the world, evenif globa
disaster was actudly around the corner.

Thistime, though, it was probable, and everyone knew it.
Maybe she' d just come eight thousand milesto die somewhere worse than home.

Well, at least I'll die with a square meal inside me and a decent pair of boots. And take a few
mor e of the grub bastards with me.

“I know | said I d take anything | could get that could hold arifle, but you' re pushing my limits, Mataki.”

The voice boomed from behind her. Passing Gears stopped to stare for a second and then wisely went
about their business. No, Hoffman hadn’t changed much at al; solid, short, square, lipssetinathinline.
She stood to attention and turned asif the last sixteen years had closed up without asingle day’ s gap.

Actudly, he had changed. His age showed, more around his neck than anything, and his piercing dark
eyes |ooked somehow faded. But he ill stood asif hewas going to take arun at her, amsloose a his
Sdes, weight dightly forward.

“Sr,” shesad, “you look like shit.”

Hoffman wavered on the edge of asmile. She knew he wouldn't dare grin and look happy to see her
again. “Good to see you, too, Bernie. Y ou' re not exactly combat-fit yourself.”

“I know. But | can dtill function in full armor and hit amoving target at eight hundred meters. That’show |
got here”

“Take the oath, then go see the Quartermaster.” Hoffman surrendered to afaint smile, but it was brief
and amost embarrassed. “Welcome back. And remember not to kiss Fenix’ s ass, because if | had my
way, he'd till bethelast man left in the Slab.”

“Arse, dr,” Bernie said. She didn’t understand the reference to the prison—the Slab. “They' re arses
where| comefrom.”

“Wadll, whatever it is, don’t pucker uptoiit.”

Hoffman turned and strode off. There was no point telling Marcus that she' d aways liked Hoffman and
that he was a proper soldier, not a usaless chair-warming tosser like some she’ d known. And there was
no point telling Hoffman that Marcus didn’t haveit in him to abandon his men, and that there would have
been an unsdfish reason for anything he did, however stupid the decision.



She wasn't here to referee agrudge match between the two of them. She was here, she reminded
hersalf, because she was human, and being a Gear again was the best chance she had of taking back her
world.

Dom walked up to her, reeking of carbolic soap. It was bloody hard to scrub off that Locust smell.

“Comeon, I'll take you to the adjutant’ s office,” he said. “Y ou need anything, you got any
problems—you just let me know. Carlosthought alot of you.”

“Thanks. You'reagood lad, Dom.”

“Tell me some stories about him sometime, will you? | bet you two got up to al kinds of shit he never
told me about.”

Dom grinned. Bernie did her best to smile back, and followed him down the corridor. She'd tell him what
she could, but she knew right then that sooner or later, he’ d ask her to recount the story she swore she'd
never tel.

He' d ask about the day Carlos died.

OPSCENTER, WRIGHTMAN HOSPITAL,JACINTO.

The reports of Locust incursion always camein thick and fast, but they’ d dowed to a comparative trickle
inthelast couple of days.

That didn’'t mean they’ d stopped.

“Sir, we' vegot aproblem.” Lieutenant Mathieson got Hoffman' s atention by shoving a printout in front
of him. The kid was stuck in CIC &fter losing both legs. “Look at this chart. Look at the direction the
new incursonsaremoving in.”

Hoffman scanned the line of short arrows formed like afigure four and the times written againgt them.

Y es, there was a definite progression; Locust were moving north in an areathey hadn’t reached before,
cutting between the outlying Stranded settlements and what was euphemistically called farmland. 1t was
till shown as an optimistic green on charts. Theredity was't anywhere near as rurd—there were few
cropsgrown inthe open air, but plenty of industridly ugly hangarsfull of hydroponics, mycoprotein
farms, and poultry units. A lone city of humans gtill took alot of feeding.

The incursions weren't advanced enough to form a definite pattern, though. Not yet.

By the time they are, though...it'll be too late.

“What' syour take on it, then, Mathieson?’

“It might just be coincidence, but if you extend that line...well, you can see where they’ re heading.”

“If those things cut off the food production areas, we' re screwed,” Hoffman said. “ The geologists swore
that that was solid granite bedrock.”

“It might have been the Lightmass bomb.”

“What, opening new fissures?’



“Shove that much energy into confined spaces, and it’ s got to go somewhere, Sir.”

The ops room, ashadow of the lavishly manned center it had beenin earlier years, had fdlen silent
except for the occasiond radio transmissions from Gearsin the field and the rhythmic grass-cutter sound
of printers spewing out updates. When Hoffman looked up, al eyeswere on him; young men too
disabled for active service, reserve Gears too old to deploy, and women from eighteen to don' t-ask. It
wasn't the uniform that made them look aike a that moment. It was the blank dread in their eyes.

Give me a straight battle. Shoot, don’t shoot. Advance, fall back. But every time | do this...every
time feelslike I’'m going to ballsit up and let the whole damn world down.

Without food supplies, the city wouldn't last more than afew months—at best. Securing water pipelines
was hard enough. The Locust looked like they’ d seized the opportunity to start asiege.

“They're going to try to Starve us out, aren’t they, Sr?’ said one of the retired men.

“Y ou're old enough to remember Anvil Gate,” Hoffman said. “ So you know how | ded with Seges.” It
had been the defining moment of Hoffman’s career. He was no longer sure whether it defined him for
good or ill, but it wasn’t something he wanted to do again. “ Get me the Chairman.”

Prescott, to his credit, was dways available, day or night, and Hoffman cut him extradack for that. He
caled back within aminute. Every back in the ops room was turned as officers returned to their duties,
but Hoffman knew everyone wasligtening intently.

“What' sthe problem, Colond ?”’

Mathieson passed an updated printout to Hoffman in silence. Another four-shaped mark indicated where
more Locust had broken through.

“Looks like the grubs have anew strategy. They' re cutting us off from the North Gate food production
zone”

“What kind of numbers?’

“Numbers don’t matter if they concentrate what they’ ve got on creating ano-go areathere. We' ve got
two options—counterattack, or start clearing that sector.”

“So what are you recommending?’

It was't amilitary option, but Hoffman couldn’t guarantee saving the zone, nor the food stockpiles there.
They’ d had years of practice at evacuating populations and withdrawing into secured areas as the Locust
advanced across Tyrus.

“Clear the area, Chairman. At the rate they’ re moving, we' ve got three days to shut down production
and move everything out. Not many people to shift, but alot of equipment and stores.”

Prescott sounded asif he was counting under his bregth. “ That means we need to ship peopleinto do
the heavy lifting.”

“WE |l take in an escorted convoy, and bring it back. But we ve got to move fast.”

“Okay. I'll put the emergency management unit on this astop priority and they’ll get back to you with the
detailsingde the hour. How many Gears can you spare?’

“Not asmany as|’d like,” Hoffman said, “but the faster we do this, the sooner they get back to combat



duties.”
“Keep meintheloop, Colond,” Prescott said, and the line went dead.

“Okay, people.” Hoffman dapped his hands together to get attention, asif he needed to. He could have
heard arat fart in the silence. “Dust off the contingency plan. Y ou know your jobs. As soon aswe get the
vehicle numbers, plan me aroutein and out, put times on it, and tell me how many assets we need to
reallocate. Mathieson, put three squads on standby.”

“Very good, Sr.”

It sounded fine. Hoffman could stand outside himsdalf sometimes and listen to his own performance,
because command was amost as much about presentation as soldiering. Gears—and civilians—needed
to see decisive strength when the shit was on an intercept course with the fan. He just couldn’t convince
himsdf haf aswell ashe convinced them.

| didn’t earn this position. | just didn’t manage to get killed.

Earned or not, though, he held it, and there was nobody el se suitable to hand it to. It was hisduty. He'd
doit.

And he'd pray that he didn’t screw up humanity’ slast chance.

CHAPTER 3

The COG isn't a soul-crushing machine, dumbass. It’s society. Mutual support, mutual
dependence. Individuality might sound all noble and free, but it generally means crapping on your
neighbors, and if you crap on your neighbors—don’t expect them to help you. Rules hold humans
together. And it’s together, or die.

(PRIVATEDOM SANTIAGO, EXPLAINING TO A FORMER STRANDED WHY HE SHOULD STOPWHINING
ABOUT BEING DRAFTED ASPART OF OPERATION LIFEBOAT.)

TWENTY-SX YEARSEARLIER: OLAFSON INTERMEDIATE SCHOOL, EPHYRA, 12B.E.

Hewas arich kid, he was different, and he was new.

Carlos Santiago felt redlly, really sorry for Marcus Fenix. He took refuge at a desk without looking
around, asif not meeting anyone' s eye would stop him from being noticed. He didn’t look rich—no
fancy clothes, just aschool uniform like everyone else s—but everyone knew who his dad was, and
where helived.

Hewasdso tal and skinny, very pae, with spooky light blue eyesthat didn’t go with hisblack hair. He
might aswell have stuck atarget roundel on his back.

The math teacher, Mgor Fuller, was as old-fashioned as the school building and ran classes asif he was
il in the army. He even had one of those short brass-topped sticks like the sergeants who drilled Gears
for parades. Every man in the Santiago family had served in the military, so Carlos knew dl about that



kind of thing, but the army was everywhere, part of lifeitself, and especialy a school. This, Carlos s dad
sad, was where the military ethos made aman of you. Carlos had to look up the word.

“Introduce yoursdf, boy,” Fuller said.

Marcus stood up at hisdesk and didn’t look around. “Marcus Fenix, Sr.”

“Age, parents, shlings?’

“I'm ten years old. My parents are Professor Adam Fenix and Doctor Elain Fenix. I'm an only child.”

Oh, Fenix was dead for sure. Carlos sheart sank alittlefarther. Marcus didn’t even tak like the rest of
them. He had a posh accent. He was going to get creamed.

Fuller looked asif hewaswaiting for Marcusto go on, but there was atense, empty silence, and Fuller
gave up. “Class, you will make him fed part of theteam,” he said siffly in hismgor’ svoice, “and you will
treat him with courtesy. Y ou will not behavelike street ruffians. Y ou will behave like citizens. Arewe
Clear?’

The response was amumbling chorus. “Yes, Mgor Fuller.”
Joshua Curzon raised hishand. “Sir, if he'srich, why ishe here?”
“Youthink thisisa poor school ?’

“Wdl, we're dl poor...”

Fuller brought his stick down on the lectern with acrack likeriflefire. “ Fenix is here because society is
formed from people pulling together, not breaking away into separate groups. Unity. Because no man
can exist on hisown. No country can, either. That’swhy we have the Codlition of Ordered
Governments.” Fuller repeated this speech so often that Carlos could reciteit, and maybe that was the
point. It made perfect sense when he stopped to think about it. “If you look after your neighbor, your
neighbor will look after you. Previous generationsleft arich world for you, so you'll leave arich world
for those to come. Nobody who stands on the siddlines and thinks only of his own needs can ever bea

Y eah, that made sense too.

But Carlos understood al that, so he was more interested now in finding out how much stuff Marcus had,
and how big hisroom was. He probably had awhole wing of amansion to himsdlf. The Fenix estate was
huge. Carlos had run around the perimeter once with Dom, thinking of shinning over thewalls and seeing
what the gardens were like, but he never dared. Getting Dom into trouble would make Mom go crazy.
He was supposed to look out for hislittle brother and set agood example.

The estate looked like a prison, anyway.

“Open your books,” Fuller said. “Curzon, seeing asyou' re so interested in financid statitics, you can tell
uswhat you learned yesterday about calculating averages...”

Carlos counted down the hours until lunch recess, watching dust motes circling in the shafts of sunlight
from windows set high in the wood-pandled walls. The room smelled of permanence and wax polish.
This building was hundreds of years old, and it would be here for hundreds more, war or no war. His
grandfather could remember when the Pendulum Wars began, but Carlos couldn’t. All indl, war didn’t
seem as bad as people said. Life went on.



Besides, the red war was here, in Olafson Intermediate. At lunch, Carlos kept an eye on Marcus, just in
case. Nobody sat next to him at the long refectory table. They just watched him. He never said aword.
Eventudly Carlos couldn’t stand it any longer, picked up his plate, and moved to St beside him.

“I'm Carlos Santiago,” he said. “What' s behind the wall around your house? The wall on Allfathers
Avenue”

“Orchard,” Marcus said, not meeting his eyes.
“Cooal.” Carlos nodded approvingly. “Where did you go to school before?’
“Privatetutor.”

That explained alot. “Thisplaceisn't so bad. Hey, | saw your dad on the news once. He sfamous. A
sientig.”

Marcusturned and looked at Carlos. “He always says he' san engineer and my mother’ sthe scientit.
He used to be a Gear.”

“My dad was a Gear. So was my granddad. And my uncles, and Aunt Rosa. I’ [l be one, too.”
“Y ou decided dready?’
“It' sgrest. Likeafamily, redly.”

Marcus appeared to chew that over for awhile. Maybe the COG officerslike his dad—he d have been
an officer, not an ordinary Gear—didn’t see it that way.

Carlos stuck with Marcus through lunch, reluctant to give the others achance to torment him. It would
happen, but it would be over fast, one way or another. Carlos had afedling Marcus was going to have a
harder time of it than anyone else. He wasn't very chatty. Carlos wondered if Marcusjust didn’t like him,
but it seemed more like he didn’t know what to do or say.

Joshua Curzon and his brother Roland—ayear older—shoved into Carlos s path asthey filed into the
main building.

“So hethinks he’ stoo good for us...”

That could have meant Carlos, or Marcus, or both. Carlos knew he could handle himsdf in afight, so he
decided to set Joshua straight from the start. He found himsdlf pitching in to defend Marcusimmediately,
just like hedid for Dom.

“He sokay. Leave him done.”

“Y ou’ re sucking up to him because he' srich,” Joshua sneered. “ Snob. Y ou’ re an ass-kissing snob,
Santiago.”

“And you' reamoron. Leave him done.”

Carlos had thrown down the gauntlet. Joshua accepted the challenge. “ Take that back.”
“Shoveit.”

“Yeeh?’



“Yeah.” Carlos pushed past him, but it wasn't over yet. He knew that.

The last hour of the afternoon was usualy spent playing thrashball. Carlos suspected it was because the
teaching staff wanted to take it easy before they clocked off, but it was adso handy for settling any
argumentsthat cropped up during the day. Carlos made sure Marcus was on histeam to avoid leaving
him waiting to be picked. Joshua fixed Carloswith that “you’ re dead” stare.

It didn’t take long before Joshua made alunge for the bal in the penalty area and brought his elbow
down hard into Carlos s back. Carloswaited for the games master’ sline of sight to be interrupted and
brought his boot down hard on Joshua sinstep, forcing ahowl out of him.

Yeah, that hurts, doesn’t it?

“Stop whining, Curzon.” The games master waved play on. Maybe he thought it was al part of
toughening them up anyway. “Or I'll transfer you to the girls class”

Marcus moved in to cover Carlos. Hedidn’t look the athletic type, but he wastall, and heintercepted a
pass eadily. It seemed to surprise him that he' d caught it; he paused for a second. Joshuatackled him
with alot more force than needed, and Marcusfell headlong. He jumped to hisfeet, looking more
embarrassed than hurt, but Carloswasn't going to let that go.

Carlos caught up to Joshua asthey |eft the field, out of Sight of the games magter. “I said, leave him
done...”

“Oh, | forgot, you're his best friend.”
“It' shisfirst day. Give him abregk.”

It should have ended there. But it wouldn't, of course. Marcus sat down next to Carlos on the changing
room bench. They werethelast two there.

“Don’t worry about me,” Marcussaid. “1’ll be okay.”
“Butit'snot far.”
Marcus shrugged. He didn’t seemto be giving in. It wasmorelike he didn’'t care. “I better get home.”

Carlos stopped short of saying he'd see him out safely in case he thought he was treating him like alittle
kid. It was hard to explain why he felt responsible for Marcus, but he did, and now that he' d taken on
that job, dropping it after afew hoursfet cowardly and plain wrong.

Heleft first anyway, just to make sure the coast was clear.

It wasn't. In the shade of the portico outside, Joshua and Roland Curzon waited, hands thrust into
pockets, with one of their buddies. Carlos straightened up and stood his ground.

“Y ou think you'rereally hard, don't you, Santiago?’ Joshua said. Helet hisarms hang at hissides.
Carlos knew what was coming. “Y ou' re dways taking over and telling uswhat to do.”

“And what are you going to do about it?’
“This” Joshuasad, like he' d heard the linein amovie, and swung a punch.

Carloswasready for it, but it sill hurt, and it was loud. He tasted blood in his mouth right away; the
crack of bone on bone made his earsring. He lashed out automaticdly, just following hisfigts, and ashe



was pummeling Joshua anywhere he could reach, he felt someone behind him.
| can’t take two of them. Can I? Mom' s going to kill me if | come home in a mess again.

But Roland hadn’t jumped him, or the other guy, who didn’t seem to bejoining in anyway. An unfamiliar
hand reached out, grabbed Joshua by the collar, and dammed him sideways onto the ground.

It was Marcus.

Roland Curzon pitched in to defend his kid brother, landing a punch on Marcus just above the eye, and
Carlosfroze for a split second while he decided whether to go for Roland or pin Joshua down. But he'd
definitely got Marcus Fenix dl wrong.

Marcus came back a Roland with asingle punch to the face, amed like he meant it, like aboxer, and
Carlosheard hisgrunt of effort. Roland staggered back. There was an awful silence for amoment before
Roland straightened up, blood running from his nose, eyes glazed with tears, and Joshua got to hisfest.
Their buddy was still rooted to the spot. That wasn't how kids here fought. It just .. .wasn't. Carlos had
never seen anyone punch like that, except grownups.

Marcus looked completely calm, like nothing had happened. But his hand must have hurt.
“Stay awvay fromme,” he said quietly, “and stay away from Carlos. Or I'll do it again.”

Anditwasadl over, asfast asit started. The Curzons beat aretreat with their useless buddy, and Carlos
was left staring at Marcus, scared by the way he'd just punched. He didn’t look strong enough to hit
anyone likethat.

Marcus examined his hand, then fdt gingerly above hiseye. “Isthereamark?’ he asked. “I don’'t want
Dad to sart worrying again.”

“Nothing yet,” Carlos said, wanting to tell him hewas redlly impressed but not sure how he'd react. “Tell
him it was thrashball.” Why would his dad be worried again? Ah, maybe Marcus had been kicked out
of school for fighting, and that was why he was taught at home. “Why aren’t you at the military academy?
Y our dad could buy the place.”

“Hewants meto mix with people.”
“What, common people, like me and Dom?’
“I didn't meanit likethat. I'm just on my own alot.”

“Youwould be, in that big house. Did he teach you to punch?’ It seemed an obvious question. Carlos's
dad had taught him how to look after himself, how to form afist that wouldn't get hisfingers broken, how
to stay out of trouble unless he had no choice. “I mean, that was hard.”

“No, hedidn’t.” Marcus sounded forlorn. “ Anyway, thanks.”
“Hey, you did okay. Y ou backed me up. That'swhat redl friends do.”

Marcus had stood up for someone who stood up for him, which Carlos felt was the best thing anyone
could do. Hewasn't afraid of getting hurt. And he didn’t think he was specid, or that Carloswas
beneath him. Carlos hoped Marcus understood he could rely on him, too. Maybe he'd haveto tell him
that. Marcus came from a different world, and it wasn't going to be easy to work out what he thought
about anything.



Marcusjust blinked afew times, asif theword “friend” didn’t make any sense. “Who'sDom?’ he asked
alast.

“Dominic, my kid brother. HE' seight. But he' sokay.”

“Must be nice to have abrother.”

Carlosfet ingtantly sorry for him. “Hey, you can borrow him when you' refed up.”
“Thanks”

Maybe Marcus would have forgotten al about it by the morning, or by next week when he' d settled in
more.

Marcus didn’t forget, though. He seemed more at ease when he came into classthe next day. He had a
big bruise over hiseye, and hewas il quiet, but he acted asif he had aright to be there and didn’t have
to gpologize for being different.

The Curzons heeded the warning and left both of them aone. Nobody ever needed reminding not to
mess with Santiago and Fenix again.

THREE YEARSLATER: CARLOSSANTIAGO'SHOUSE.

“I swear that boy grows every timel look away.” Eva Santiago set the table, pausing a couple of timesto
look out the window onto theyard. “I can't believe he' sthe samekid.”

Dom was torn between helping his mother get lunch on the table and hanging out with his dad, Carlos,
and Marcus while they dismantled an old engine. Y eah, Marcus had changed alot in the three years since
he' d started hanging out with Carlos. He wasn't skinny anymore, he didn’t talk the same way, and there
were times when he even laughed. He was actualy bigger than Carlos now, astal asMgor Fuller. He
was thirteen, but to Dom he seemed like agrown-up aready.

“Helikes your cooking,” Dom said. “Y ou' re the best cook in theworld.”
His mother ruffled hishair. “What are hisfolkslike?’

Dom shrugged. Visitsto the Fenix Estate—he dwaysthought of it in grand capitd letters—weren't like
going to afriend’ s house, and Marcus s parents weren't folks. The place was enormous, full of
expensve antique stuff, but it felt like nobody lived there. Carlos made Dom promise not to knock
anything over every timethey visted. That wasn't often.

“They'renice,” Dom said. “But | don't think they know much about Marcus.”
“What makesyou say that, sweetheart?’

“They don't treat him like you treat us.”

Mom put on her I’ m-trying-not-to-worry-you expression. “Are they mean to him?’

“No. They just seem like they’ re trying to work out who heis, and he' s different when he'sat home. His
voice changes. You know, al posh.”



She started to smile, but it was one of those sad ones Dom didn’t quite understand. “Y ou' re very smart
about people, Dom. | think Marcus getslondy, and I’ m proud of you and Carlosfor being there for
him”

Dom lined up the knives and forks, then stood back to admire his handiwork before getting the nod from
Mom to go out in theyard. He wasn't just keen to join in the tinkering on the engine; he was curious
about new neighbors who' d moved in two doors away, and whose daughter climbed the treesin their
yard faster than anyone he knew. He thought her name was Maria, but he hadn’t plucked up the courage
to talk to her yet. Hewasworking on it.

He kept looking up toward the tree, but there was no sign of her today. Eventualy, Mom called
everyonein to clean up and eat. Sheredlly wasa great cook. Marcus always had second helpings and
even thirds, probably because it was nothing like the food he had a home, and treated it dll like arare
delicacy he' d never taste again. Mom seemed delighted that he cleared his plate without fail. Dad was
impressed by his capacity for hot sauce.

“Y ou can eat anything with hot sauce,” Dad said, ladling more rice onto Marcus s plate. “When | wasa
Gear, we dways made sure we had somein our rations, because food sometimes wasn't so good, you
know? Good dose of hot sauce—problem solved.”

Mom laughed. “Ed, you don’t need to solve my food, do you?’
“Course not, honey. | just love hot sauce.”
“Would you reenlist, Mister Santiago?’ Marcus asked. “Y ou sound like you missthe service.”

“Yeah, | would. Best times, best friends | ever had. Taught me atrade, too. But I’ ve got agood job, and
I’m not akid anymore, s0...”

Therewasamagic in thearmy. Dom saw how it lit up hisfather’ sface every time. Hetold greet stories
about the things his squad got up to, and even when he recaled friends who got killed, and his eyes
brimmed, it till sounded like he wouldn't have missed a second of it. It wasaworld of itsown. It all
sounded so vivid, like the only place you could betruly dive, evenif you didn’t know if you'd get killed
the next day.

“You've doneyour service” Mom didn't gpprove. It waswritten dl over her face. “Y ou don’'t haveto
apologizefor leaving. The country’ s got to keep going, and keeping transport running is asimportant as
fighting.”

Dad smiled but didn’t look asif he believed that. “Y ou ever thought about the military, Marcus?’ Dad
asked.

Marcus paused. “I have, sir.”

Carloscut in asif hedidn’t want Marcus to continue. “Well, I'm going to enlist as soon as |’ m eighteen.
Sixteen, even.”

“Y ou're not dropping out of school early,” Mom said firmly. “Y ou' re staying on until you' re eighteen.
Y ou might get drafted anyway if the war getsworse.”

“I don't need to be drafted.” Carloswastaking about it al asif would happen tomorrow. But it wasfive
years away; that was forever. Dom couldn’t imagine what five yearsin the future would even look like.
“l want todoiit.”



Marcus didn’t say anything, but however hard it usualy wasto work out what he wasfedling, it looked
pretty clear from the short-lived frown as he bused himself with hisfork. Dom didn’t fed that he could
joinin this conversation. It was going on over his head, suddenly very grownup and worrying, but one
thing was clear: Carloswould join the army, and Dom would be aone.

So would Marcus.

That wasthe look on hisface. He had to go to college because his father wanted him to be an engineer,
ascientist kind of engineer, not amechanic like Eduardo Santiago. He and Carlos would be split up, and
Dom could see that the redlization upset him. The two of them were inseparable. That wasthe word his
mother used: inseparable.

No. We're like brothers. It' s wor se than that.

“Y ou don't have to think about any of that for along time,” Dad said. “Y ou're still boys. Enjoy being
kidswhileyou can.”

Changing the subject lifted the mood alittle, but now Dom began to see the war not as something that
went on in the background without touching hislife, but asared threet to everything that made him
happy. He' d be just sixteen when Carlos signed up, and Mom had made it clear that she wanted them to
finish school. Theideaate at him for the rest of the day.

After lunch, they went back into the yard to reassemble the engine. Dom tried to stop thinking about the
war and the army, but not even wondering when Mariawas going to show up could put it out of his
mind.

It took something pretty bad to do that.
Mom came out to the back door, looking wide-eyed as if something had shocked her.

“Marcus,” shecdled. “Marcus, sweetheart, come here, will you? Y our father needsto tak toyou. It's
important.”

Marcusfroze. His parents never called here, so thiswas serious. Was he in trouble over something? No,
Marcus never put afoot wrong. Helaid down histools and went into the house to take the call, and
Carloswent to follow him, but Mom put her hand on hisarm to stop him.

“Betherefor him later,” she said quietly. “He' sgoing to be upsat. I'll stay with him until hisfather collects
him”

She beckoned to Dad and they went into the house.
“What isit?’ Dom asked.

“I don't know.” Carloswalked up to the back door but didn’'t go beyond the step. Hetried to listen,
then shook hishead. “1 can't hear anything. It must be realy bad, whatever it is.”

Marcusdidn’'t come out again. A little while later, Dom heard avehicle pull up at the front, and then
Mom and Dad came back out into the yard.

“It' shismother,” Mom said. “ She smissing. Hisfather said she didn’t come back from work.”
“Missing, like kidnapped?’ Carlossaid. “Murdered?

Dad shook hishead. “ People go missing for al kinds of reasons, son. They usualy show up again. It's



probably going to be okay. But let’sbereally careful what we say to Marcus. It' sgoing to be hard for
him until she comes back.”

Dom followed Carlos slead and said nothing. Hisfirst thought wasn't that she' d been kidnapped, but
that shewaslike Mrs. Garciain the next street, who walked out because she didn’t like her husband
anymore. Sheleft her kids behind, too. Sometimes mothers did that.

Carlos gave up on the engine and went to hisroom. Dom gave him five minutes and then followed him.
“When are we going to see Marcus again, then?’

“I'll call him later,” Carlos said. He looked scared. “He s got to go to class, too.”

“What if she'snot just run away, and she' s dead?’

“Thenwell take careof him,” Carlos said. “ That' swhat friends do. That’swhat brothers do.”

Mrs. Fenix didn’t show up the next day, or the next week. Marcus, being Marcus, turned up for class
after aday’ s absence, and never said aword about it. Carlos waited patiently for him to say something,
and made Dom promise not to ask him before he was ready to talk.

The three of them sat on the steps of the quadrangle after lunch, textbooks open on their knees, silent.
“Sheisn't coming back,” Marcus said suddenly.

“How do you know?" Carlos asked.

“Dad won't tell me where she was supposed to be.”

“What doesthat mean?’ said Dom.

Marcus stared at his hands. “Y ou’ ve seen movies. If someone goes missing, you retrace their steps. |
wanted to know where she was supposed to be, but Dad wouldn’t tell me. Why would he do that?
Because he must know where she went, and he thinks I’ d be more upset if | knew.” It wasalong
explanation by Marcus s andards. “ So maybe shejust |eft. Maybe something upset her.”

Hedidn't have to say he wasworried the “ something” was him. Dom could seeit on hisface. Marcus's
relationship with his parents wasn't as easygoing as the Santiagos , but Dom till thought it wasweird to
think it was hisown fault if hismom redly had waked out. Dom was about to say that it was probably
hisfather’ sfault, like with Mrs. Garcia, but Carlos stopped him before he even opened his mouth.

“I don't think she'd really run away, Marcus,” Carlos said. “Are the police looking for her?”
“Dad reported her missing, so they must be.”

Mrs. Fenix stlayed missing, and by Marcus sfourteenth birthday four months later, they still hadn’t found
her. Marcus didn’t talk about her again. He spent much more time with Dom and Carlos, though, asif he
didn’'t want to go homeat al. Mom and Dad |et him stay aslong as he wanted, every day, but Dom
heard them talking sometimesin the kitchen late at night, about what a rotten shame it was that the boy
was S0 hurt that he didn’t want to be with his own father.

They didn’'t seem to talk things through, the Fenix family. But that was okay. Marcus had the Santiagos,
and they had plenty enough time and talking for one more brother.



CHAPTER 4

Despite her mother’ s warnings, and the calls of her friends, Romily left the safe company of her
friends and walked deep into the perils of the forest. She thought they would admire her
independence, and respect her brave willingness to break ranks with the others. But she did not
walk alone. The six-legged demon that had waited patiently beneath her house since her birth
followed her, unseen, and joined the rest of his kind who rose from the depths to embrace her.

(ANCIENT TYRAN FAIRY TALE, ON THE POPULAR AND IMPROVING THEME OF MONSTERSLYING IN WAIT
FOR DISOBEDIENT CHILDREN.)

WRIGHTMAN HOSPITAL ASSEMBLY AREA, JACINTO, 14 A E—TWO DAYSTO DEADLINE.

“| didn’t Sgn up to ddliver groceries.” Baird ambled down the long line of waiting trucks, pausing
occasondly tokick atire. “I do grubs. Killing grubs. Shit, what' s up with Hoffman?Is he getting senile,
or what?’

“They’re our groceriestoo.” Cole goaded him gently. A couple of King Ravens circled overhead,
returning from dropping ateam of sappers at the North Gate food facility. “Maybe you prefer dogmest,
baby, but I'm ready for some steak.”

“Dogs are more useful dive,” Bernie said, leaning againgt the running board of the nearest truck. “I
survived on cat for awhile, though. Not bad. Makes good gloves and boot liners, too.”

Dom wondered how long Baird would hold out against the newly formed Cole’n’ Bernie tag team. Baird
was busy pretending he wasn't listening to the ribbing. “Why can't they airlift the Suff?’ he said. “Thisis
just asking for it.”

“Because we don’'t have enough spare Ravens,” Dom said patiently. Come on, Marcus, where the hell
areyou? “Some of it hasto go by road.”

There were various ways of coping with Baird. Marcus blanked him out, Cole matched his griping point
for point with noisy cheerfulness, and Dom...

Dom redlized that he handled Baird a most the same way he handled his son, Benedicto. Four-year-olds
aways asked why, why, why. Over the years, Dom had grown used to aleve of pain that might have
passed for getting over losing hiskids, but occasionally there was an unexpected spike of grief that was
as searingly raw asthe day they died.

Bennie would have been eighteen now, Sylvia seventeen. Dom could have been a grandfather way too
young. And Bennie could have been a Gear himsdlf by now.

You' ve got to stop this. You know where it always ends.
Cole provided aloud distraction right on cue. “ So, you got any good cat recipes, Boomer Lady?’
Berniejust winked. “I’'m not joking, mate. Tabby boot liners.”

“You' reshittin' me.”



“Seefor yoursdf”

Cole sguatted down to look as Bernie unclipped the straps at the top of her boots and folded down the
fabric. Dom, who had seen some pretty stomach-churning and uncivilized things over the years, found
himsdlf staring with horrified fascination. It was tabby fur, dl right. Silver tabby.

“Shit, poor little FHuffy!” Cole burst into loud guffaws and dapped his hands on histhighs. “Hey, Damon,
you want apair of these too? Maybe we can get you anice ginger tom.”

Baird just walked up to Bernie and |ooked down.

“Yeah, red classy,” hesaid. “I'll pass. But you old folk need to keegp warm. We don't want you getting
hypothermicin the middle of amisson.”

Dom waited for Bernie to punch the crap out of Baird, but there was no crunch of bone. She just sood
there, haf-smiling a him, unblinking; and he was the one who looked away firdt. It was only amatter of
time before he went too far with her. Baird dways had to test everyone' slimits until something broke or
everyone got bored.

“Everyone up to speed with the SOPs?’ Bernie asked. “Long time sincewedid thisin training.”

“It sawagte of time,” Baird said. “It’ d take thirty thousand tonnes of food to feed the city for amonth.
We can't haul anything like that—maybe ten, fifteen per cent. Y ou serioudy think that's going to make
much differencein thelong run?’

“S0 you can count.” Marcus s voice penetrated the rumble of engines. “ Joined-up writing can’'t be far
behind.”

Marcus appeared from behind a gun truck with Federic Rojas—Jan Rojas’ s brother. He' d stepped
sraight into the gap | eft by his dead brother. Dom wasn't sure what to say, because | know how you
feel didn’t quite cut it. Dom had lost a brother, yes, but Federic had now lost two.

Shit, how bad must things be when a family is getting wiped out, and I’ ve lost count? Even in the
Pendulum Wars, that would have been news, real tragic stuff. Now...it"s routine.

But Baird didn’t | et the rebuke—or the need to acknowledge Rojas—stand in the way of his demoalition
of theidea. “Leave’emtoit, that’swhat | say. Fewer mouthsto feed. Balances out.”

Marcus let out along, weary breath. “ Do you remember any of the vaues of the Octus Canon?’

“Surehedoes” Colesad, sill admiring Berni€ sfeline accessories. Dom found himsdf having an inner
debate about why he would happily eat one anima and not another. “ They dl start with * Damon’s ass
comesfirgt.’”

“WEe re shifting renewables and irreplaceables,” Marcus said. “ Seed. Poultry. Hydroponicskit. The
myco fermenters. That’ s worth saving.”

Myco was the staple protein now that livestock farming was amost nonexistent, and Dom actualy liked
it. It had to be better than cat. It dso had the massive advantage that it could be grown in factory
conditions, because it was afungus. These days, every secured section of Ephyrawas expected to be an
urban farm, with citizens ordered to grow whatever they could on windowsilis or in backyards, flower
beds and parks had been turned into vegetable plots. Dom had heard that one guy kept pigsin his
gpartment and took them for walks at night. The more the Locust encroached on habitable areas, the
harder it got to feed the population.



There were only so many people you could support in alimited space. Dom didn’t fancy dedling with
food riotsagain.

“What are we waiting for, anyway?’ he asked.

Marcus checked hisarmor system, activating lights and power packs. “That,” he said, nodding vaguely in
the direction of the perimeter.

A black speck grew larger againgt the backdrop of cloud, then resolved into afamiliar shape. Thelast of
the returning King Ravens dropped down into the compound, kicking up clouds of dust.

Hoffman jumped out of the crew bay and strode over to the convoy, followed by a Gear with a
digtinctive haircut. Bernie chuckled.

“Shit, | hope Hoffman' s not planning to ride with us,” Marcus said.
Dom shrugged. “Hey, he' sheen alot lesshodtilein the last few days.”
“He sjudt getting his second wind.”

The Gear with Hoffman was Tal Kaliso, another South Idander. Dom remembered him from Aspho
Felds; it was hard to missthat shaved crest of dark hair and swirling tattoos covering half of hisface. His
armor and Lancer were lavishly decorated, completely againgt regs, with tribal symbols scratched into the
coating. It struck Dom that there were il alot of Gearsleft who' d taken part in that
operation—including himsdf—and somehow it seemed ataisman, that Aspho generaly forged survivors.

Generally.

Hoffman took out hisradio and flicked the transmit button. “Let’ s seeif they’ ve understood their
ingructions. Drivers? Drivers! Listen up.” He paused, stalking down the line of vehiclesto peer into the
first few cabs. “Rule one—stay in radio contact at all times. Y ou won't be able to seewhat the hell’s
going onfore or &ft, gentlemen, and if the shit hitsthe fan, then thisiswhere your redirection will come
from. Let me remind you that standard operating procedures are not a suggestion—you will mantain
one-hundred-meter intervas, you will clear akill zone asfast asyou can, you will not stop inakill zone
to rescue anyone, and if you find yoursdlf trapped in akill zone, you will use maximum firepower.
Now—listen for your call sign, and start your engines.”

The convoy driverswere amix of civvies and Gears who could only handle light duties because of age or
injury. Every truck, junker, and pickup had agun mounted; with the Armadillo APCs, that meant the
convoy had afair amount of firepower. There was even an old ambulance and a hearse, both cannoned
up. But thiswasn’t an open road. It would bring its own problems, Dom knew, but snaking through acity
block by block—obstructed vighility, choke points, tight turns that an articulated truck couldn’t
tackle—was asrisky asit got.

Hoffman clipped the radio back on hiswebbing and headed for the command Armadillo halfway down
the convoy. Then he stopped and turned.

“Kadiso, you' re with me. Fenix—Ilead vehicle with Santiago and Rojas. Mataki—rear, with Cole and
Bard. Get moving.”

So Hoffman was coming after dl, and taking the command vehicle. Well, nobody could accuse him of
doping shoulders on dangerous missions. Maybe he was bored; maybe he had something to prove.

And maybe the COG was just so short of men that it had to be done.



“How far have the grubs advanced?’ Rojas asked. “1 mean, how long have we got?’

Marcus popped the hatch on the lead Armadillo and tapped Jack’ s housing. The bot, a self-propelling
machine like an oversized and heavily armored thrashbdl, lifted into the air on its jets and extended arms
from recessed compartments asif it was waking up and having agood stretch. “ Twenty or thirty hours,
tops. Jack can do some recon when we get closer.”

“It won't take us more than a couple of hoursto reach North Gate.”
“It'stheloading that’ s going to take thetime.”

“Isthree Armadillos enough for fifty vehicles?’

“Not redly.”

“Didn’'t think s0.” Rojas scrambled insde and settled happily into the gun position. Dom wondered what
he would have done for ajob in peacetime; even though he' d lost so much in the war, he seemed to have
an oddly innocent enthusiasm for fighting, and he didn’t appear to have any vengeance or mdicein him.
Dom wanted to ask him how he dedlt with it all, but he was afraid of shattering what might have been a
fragile veneer. Every man had the right to copein hisown way. “Dom, you ever done this before?’

Dom did hisback belt pouches around to the front to settle into the driver’ s seat, and started the engine.
“No.”

“It' sdl thesame,” Marcus said, climbing in beside him. “ Get in, get out, don’t get in the other guy’ sway,
and shoot it if it moves.”

Marcus had agreat way of amplifying gpparently complex things. Maybe that science education hadn’t
been wasted after dll.

COMMAND VEHICLE, CENTER CONVOY GROUP.

“What' sgot into them?’ Hoffman grunted.
There were alot of Stranded out on the streets, more than he'd seenin years.

Kaliso tightened his grip on the whed and dowed dightly to glance to the offsde of the APC. Theroad
was wide enough hereto run alongside the main convoy for awhile. “Maybe they’ ve discovered
acceptance, gr.”

“Acceptance, my ass,” Hoffman said. “Don’'t go mystic on me. They'reloitering.”

The convoy was now clear of the defended city and itsinvisible but very real boundary, and crossing the
no-man’s land peppered with Stranded settlements that took their chances with Locust incursions.
Settlements—how the hell could these people be settled? Hoffman had once been troubled by theidea
of humans—countrymen, migrants, whatever—being left unprotected, but only once. They hadn’t been
abandoned. They’ d abandoned society—abandoned their own species.

For amoment, Hoffman's eye saw the road surface ahead of him as pale, speckled rubble that had been
hammered down again by time and movement. Then heredlized that it was actualy white marble
fragments ground into the darker debris, the remains of a carved frieze that had run the length of the



building to hisright.

It had been one of the finest archaeological museumsin theworld. He d had hisfirst serious dates here,
hoping to persuade Nina Kladry that an enlisted grunt could be as high-minded as any officer cadet.
Can’'t be what you're not, shouldn’t even try. Take pride in what you are. Anidentifiable chunk of
carved pand lying by the curb—a garlanded hand reaching out to him, tranducent and white as
death—made his scalp tighten. It was the essence of destruction, the last frantic clutch &t life before
diding into the abyss.

An dderly man—arare sght here, because Stranded didn’t live long—raised aragged, filthy arm to give
the Armadillo agesture. It wasn't exactly one of support for the troops.

“I think we can rule out gratitude.” The man was probably Hoffman’s own age, but he looked twice that.
“Screw you too, citizen.”

“You d think there was somefestival going on.”
“Maybe they know something we don’t.”

Stranded were more an annoyance than a threat to the COG at the moment, but Hoffman till factored
them into his plans. Reconstruction was going to be beyond hard; shortages would go on not for months
or years but decades. He knew even now that the army’ sfirst task when the Locust were dealt with
would be controlling these huge anarchic gangs. It wasn't going to be pretty. He hadn’t been
scaremongering when he raised the prospect of civil war with Prescott.

“Kaliso, dow right down, will you? 1 want to talk to them.”

Kaiso fumbled for his sidearm one-handed and tucked it under the webbing across his chest. “Be
careful, gr.”

Hoffman made sure he had his own pistol to hand. It only took one second to find out that Stranded
might risk shooting Gears after dl. “I haveto know.”

The Armadillo dowed to a crawl aongside three women—a mother and two daughters by the ook of
it—and Hoffman opened the nose hatch. Even in the open air, the smell of body odor hit him.

“Ladies” he cdled, managing to maintain aneutra tone, “what’ s everybody doing out on the streets?”’
Thewoman stared at him, asfar from his hazy memories of Nina Kladry asafemae could possibly be.
“Not for throwing rosesin your path, you fascist asshole. The Locust are on therun.”

“Y ou reckon,” Hoffman said. Yeah, we're the fascist assholes who die fighting them so you don’t
have to. “Based on what?’

“Y ou know damn well. Y ou’ rethe oneswho did it.”

Stranded had their own ways of kegping an eye on Locust activity. Hoffman added thisto hislist of
rumors without taking any hopefromit.

“Have anice, independent, free-thinking day,” he said, closing the hatches. “ Step on it, Private.”

Kaiso wasaliterd man when it suited him. He dammed the APC through its gears and sent it screaming
up the nearside of the convoy, cutting into the gap between the trucks.



“Hoffman to Fenix, Mataki—the Stranded think the Locust have packed their bags.” Hoffman kept his
forefinger on the transmit key and pondered on his next comment. “Let’ s not be that optimistic. Hoffman

Kaliso kept hiseyesfixed on thetail of thetruck in front. The jagged crest of hair gave him alook of
permanent aggression, which wasn't far from the truth.

“Youthink they’ reright?’ he asked et last.

“I'll believeit when | seethelast grub laid dead at my feet.”
“I'll do my best to make that happen, sir.”

Y es, hewould.

Thetotal sum of humanity now was just amedium-sized city by Serd sformer standards, and Hoffman's
army was more like afew brigades. He thought back to the Pendulum Wars—huge, continent-spanning,
generoudy resourced by comparison—and dmost felt nostagic.

Wasting eighty years fighting over imulsion supplies, over damn fud, when all this was just around
the corner.

Hoffman had been born during war and he expected to die the same way. There was nobody alive today
who could remember a Sera at peace.

He took comfort from the thought that he wouldn’t have had any ideawhat to do with peace anyway.

UNSECURED ZONE, FIVE KILOMETERSFROM NORTH GATE; REAR APC.

Bernie braced hersdf against the coaming of the APC’ stop hatch, il trying to balance the muzzle of her
newly acquired Lancer on something solid. The teeth of the chainsaw madeit impossible. After awhile,
she gave up and took the weight with both hands. The noise of grinding tires and hammering engines
concentrated in the canyon-like Street was deafening.

Thetail of thelast truck loomed; she pressed her mike closer to her mouth. Y ou'’ re getting too close to
thetruck in front...”

“Shit,” said the voicein her ear. “Now you're a backseet driver too.”

She cut off the mike and dipped down into the cabin so the conversation wouldn’t be heard by everyone
on the channd. Y ou need to give him enough room to back up if we hit trouble, dickhead. Hecan't do a
U-turnin an artic. HE d just have to reverse over us.”

Baird let the APC fal back alittle, and she didn’t need to see hisface to guess how he felt about that.
Marcus tolerated way too much shit from that kid. It had taken her an hour to form that opinion.

“Happy now?’ Baird said.
“There sagood boy...”

“Yes, Granny.”



If Cole had said it, she would have found it funny. But thiswas Baird, so shedidn’t. “ Son, if | bounced
you on my knee, you wouldn't be able to sit down for aweek, so shut it.”

Coleroared with laughter. “ Y ou’ re gonna get spanked, Damon. Play nice, and open the nose hatch...”

He lobbed afew ration bars over the sde toward agroup of skinny, threadbare kids watching from a
Street corner like apack of little animals. They pounced on the food. Bernie felt she was watching
humanity de- evolve.

Maybe that’ s the wor st thing the grubs have done to us. They’ ve turned us back into savages.

Baird sghed irritably. “Cole, what the hell are you doing?'Y ou need your caories, man. Don't
encourage those parasites.”

“Aw, ¢’ mon, they'rejust kids.”
“And you know whét they grow into.”

“Y ou never been hungry, Damon?Y ou grew up rich. You got no idea.” Colerustled through his pockets
and threw something el se out the hatch asif he was making apoint. Baird didn’t shut it, oddly enough, as
if he bowed to Col€ s opinion. “ And we get shitloads more to eat than they do—they hate usfor it.
Look at us. | mean, just look at how much mesat we got on our bones compared to them.”

“That's’coswe haveto friggin’ fight. They could put on armor and get the same.”
“Yeah, baby, I'll tell the next eight-year-old that....”

Cole stonewas gtill genid, dtill patient, but it must have hit anerve because Baird shut up. Berniefiled
that away for future use.

But it wastimefor her to lance the boil. “ Are you pissed off because | kept my stripes, Baird?’
“Well, ageriatric who's been Sitting on her ass since before E-Day wouldn’t be my first choice.”

It just dipped out. “ So, you obvioudy didn’t get on with your mother...what about your dad? Did you
ever find out who he was? Did she?’

Great, you' ve just shown him he's getting to you.

Baird didn't bite thistime. She knew why. She’ d crossed the line that thiswar had drawn, which was that
jibes about family, however well meant—or not, in this case—were well out of order. Everyone had lost
family. A new socia taboo had taken hold very quickly.

And it was easy to assumethat Baird didn’t have fedings.

Bernie wasn't planning to gpol ogize—not yet, anyway. And she wasn't his squad sergeant, just along for
the ride while she got up to speed again, so there was probably no point wasting time on reaching an
understanding with the mouthy little tosser. He was Marcus s problem.

Theradio crackled. “Control to Delta, we have updates on Locust activity. Stand by for transmission of
new coordinates.” It was awoman’ svoice; Bernie struggled to placeit. “ Still two kilometers southwest
of your planned position.”

Hoffman’ svoice cut into the circuit. “How long doesthat give usto load, Lieutenant?’



“Whatever you can move in twenty-six hours, ar. Theteam at thelocation is prioritizing.”
“Understood.”

There was a sound of rustling paper. Cole was refolding his map. Bernietried to recall the voice on the
radio, but had to admit defest.

“Cole, who wasthat?’ she asked.
“Lieutenant Anya Stroud.”

“Oh...yeah.” Now she remembered. Little blond scrap of athing, haf the size of her mother in every
way. “Mgor Stroud’ skid.”

“Isshe sweet on Dom?’ Baird asked. “ Seeing as you knew everyone when they were ill in digpers. She
aways ssems extra-friendly with him.”

Baird didn’t know about Marcus, then. That was just aswell. “Everyone sfriendly with Dom. The
Santiago boys were dways nice lads.”

“Y ou going to give us ahistory lesson, then? How our jailbird sergeant got to be ahero?’

Evenif she'd wanted to, Bernie had no ideawhere to start. And history was never as clear cut asit
looked, even if you' d been there in person and thought you remembered exactly how things were.

“No,” shesad. “I'mnot.”

CHAPTERS

| rarely see Marcus most days. | just don’t know who heis, and it’s all my fault. | lied to him
about what happened to Elain, and the longer | lie, the harder it isto come clean. Kids know
when you're lying. Then their trust withers and dies.

(ADAM FENIX, CONFIDING IN A FRIEND ABOUT HISFEARSFOR HISSEVENTEEN-YEAR-OLD SON.)

THE SANTIAGO HOUSE, JACINTO; EIGHTEEN YEARSAGO, FOUR YEARSBEFORE E-DAY.

Dom sat on the edge of the chair, head lowered, elbows resting on his knees, and waited for the
explosion.

It never came. If might have been easier if it had.
“You'resxteen,” hisfather said at last. “You'rejust sixteen.”

“Dad, | can't walk away from this.” Dom could hear movement outside the living room door; Mom must
have been ligening. “I haveto do theright thing.”

Eduardo Santiago squatted down in front of hissonto look himin the eye. “ Y ou redly want to be
married with akid when you' re il akid yoursdf?’



“I"'m not leaving Mariato go through this on her own,” Dom said. For some reason, his next thought was
of Marcus. “And I’m not going to have akid of mine adopted by strangers.”

Dom wasn't sure where that speech had sprung from. He had that out-of-body moment where he could
hear himsdlf the way hisfather might, and he sounded like alittle boy repesting something he' d once
heard agrown man say, without any understanding of the meaning.

But | mean it. | want to marry Maria. | always have. It’sjust...more urgent now.
“Has shetold her folks she' s pregnant?’

“No.” Dom liked Marid s parents, but he' d never had to test their tolerance like this before. “1 plan to be
with her when she does. | should tell them.”

Eduardo stared into Dom’ sface, silent for amoment, and then smiled dowly. “ Y eah, that’ swhat I'd
expect aman to do.”

“I"m scared, Dad.”
“1 know.”
“Areyou angry with me?’

“Not angry. | would have liked things to be different, but they aren’t, so...we' Il help you as best we
w,].n

“I'msorry. | let you down.”

Domwasn't sure why he thought his father would be angry, because he never lost histemper; but this
was something so serious that the old rules didn’t gpply. He seemed more sad and sentimental at that
moment, the way he looked when he was remembering dead buddies from the army. He put his hands on
Dom'’ sshoulders.

“You never let medown, son,” hesaid quietly. “1’ ve never been more proud of you than | am now. It's
easy to be brave when things are going okay, but the test of aman is how he handles himsdf when he'sin

atight spot.”

Dom didn't fed much like aman right then, and the confirmation that he redly wasin atight spot—his
father never pulled his punches—made his gut tighten likeit did when Mariafirst told him she' d missed a
period. He fdt likeakid out of hisdepth, wishing he could turn back time, wishing he’ d done things
differently. He hadn’t. He d haveto live with that.

It'sjust time. It'sjust early. We would have married and had a family anyway. After three or four
years, it'll be like it was meant to be.

“I'll tell Mom,” hesaid at last. “Then I'll go see Marid sfolks.”
“Want me to come with you?’

“Thanks, but—"

“You candothetaking. I'll just sland behind you.”

Eduardo Santiago always knew how to do thingsright for hiskids. Dom longed to have that same deft
touch with his own, dways there when he was needed, smart enough to know when—and how far—to



stand back. A baby on the way was a problem, but Dom’ s dread was rapidly giving way to a heady
contentment with understanding just how much he could count on hisfamily being therefor him, eveniif he
was determined not to burden them.

“Her dad' sgoing to go nuts,” Dom said.

Knocking on the Flores' door was close to the hardest thing Dom had ever had to do, and it turned out
to be Maria s mother who went the craziest.

“Ill giveyou full marksfor guts, Dom,” sad Marid sfather, patting his sobbing wife mechanicaly on the
shoulder. “Y ou' d better marry her, then.”

They needed parental consent. Neither Dom nor Mariawere old enough to buy a beer, but then there
were soldiersfighting on the front line who weren't old enough to do that either.

Thiswas, Dom swore to himsdlf, thelast dumb thing he’d do in hislife. He' d continue hisstudies, get a
part-time job, and make something of himself for hiswife and kid. It wasn't going to be easy. But maybe
that wasthe point; if you got something wrong, you had to sweat abit moreto put it right, or you didn’t
learn adamn thing.

And Carloswould be best man at the wedding, wearing his COG uniform. Carlosjust seemed to get
thingsright every time; Dom was more determined than ever to learn from hisexample.

THE FENIX ESTATE, JACINTO; FOUR YEARSBEFORE E-DAY.

Therewas no way of snesking up to the imposing front entrance of Marcus s home, even without the
security cameras. The gravel driveway crunched under Carlos s brand new army boots.

“Isit true you ve got to pee on them to soften them up?’ Marcus asked.

Carloslooked down. “That’s leather boots. No, too many metal partsin these. You just bresk 'emin
before they bresk you in”

“Lookslikethey’rewinning...”

Carlos climbed the steps with some difficulty. He was il getting used to the thick soles and restricted
movement of the knee-high boots. “Y ou’ Il see. With full armor, they look the business. And they work.”

Debating the fashion appeal of army boots was just adistraction from the task that lay ahead. It wasn't
Carloswho had to performiit, but his gut was churning anyway. Marcus s old man was going to hit the
roof.

Carlos found the Fenix mansion more unsettling every time he visited. It wasn't so much ahouse asa
statement. It said that it had aways been here, it dwayswould be, and that insects like him were so
temporary that it wouldn’t even bother to notice him. Its massive columns and intricately carved
tympanum told him to wipe his boots before he crossed the threshold, preferably through the tradesmen’s
entrance around the back.

This was amausoleumn, not ahome. The statuesin the ornate formal gardensthat stretched asfar asa
city park now seemed more like gravestones. Jacinto’ s noises—traffic, distant voices, the steady hum of
acity—stayed respectfully outside the high, vine-covered perimeter walls.



It felt like dl the life had been sucked out of the place. There probably hadn’t been much to start with.
Carlosjust wanted to stay long enough to back up Marcus and then get out.

“Y ou gill want to go through with this?” he said.

Marcus stared at the big double doors asiif willing them to open. The dark green paint was glass-smooth
and layers, years, generations deep. It wasthe portd to an aien world that Carlos glimpsed and never
redly understood.

“Yeah.” Marcus nodded. “Morethan ever.”

It was easy to forget that Marcus wasthe last and only son of awedthy dynasty. Carlosdidn’t liketo
think of him that way; he was just Marcus, no airs or graces.

Professor Fenix wanted Carlosto call him Adam, like he was everyone s buddy or something, but he
would dways be a man with astack of titles and ranks. Carlos could never bring himsdlf to doit.

“Have | pushed you into this?’ Carlos asked. “ Areyou just doing it because | did?’
Marcus shook hishead. “I knew thiswas the right thing to do years ago.”

When Marcus closed the doors behind them, Jacinto’ s sounds and smells vanished, and the two of them
were ingtantly in another world. There was no sign of Professor Fenix. How could you have anormal
family lifein ahuge placelike this, where you could easily avoid each other?'Y ou didn’t need to sort out
arguments here. Y ou could just run away and hide from them.

“Dad?’ Marcus waked around the marbled hal, caling down the corridors that radiated fromit. “ Dad?
Where are you?’

Carlos could hear footsteps approaching. He counted them; twenty-three. It wasalong corridor ina
slent house. Adam Fenix emerged from a doorway in an open-necked shirt, asmall notebook in one
hand.

“1 wasn't expecting you back yet.” He nodded at Carlos. “Good to see you, Carlos. When are you off to
basc?’
“Next week, gr.”

Marcusinterrupted. He didn't dip back into his posh accent thistime, asif he'd findly given up fitting into
hisfather’ sworld. “ Dad, we haveto talk. I’ ve made adecison.”

Hisfather amost managed to keep hisreaction nailed down, but, like Marcus, rapid blinking gave him
away. He probably knew what was coming next. Carlos fought an urgeto just leavethem to it, but he
had to stand by Marcus, even if he had no ideawhat backing him up meant in a polite, upper-class family
argument that was dl raised eyebrows and no ydling.

“Isthiswhat we' ve talked about before, Marcus?’
“Dad, I'menliging.”

Professor Fenix took his notebook and flexed it back and forth afew timesin both hands, staring at it as
if waiting for it to bresk apart. “Well, you can il take an engineering course at the Academy,” he said.
No, he hadn’t understood what Marcus meant at al. “A military-sponsored education isasgood as a
civilian one. Y ou could go onto LaCroix for your postgraduate—*



“No, Dad. I'm not going to be an officer. No commission. And I’m not going to university.” Marcus took
abreath. “I said enlist. I’'m going to be an ordinary Gear.”

“Oh, not that again, Marcus...”

Carlos said nothing. He dmost felt guilty standing therein hisuniform, asif he had anotice around his
neck proclaiming I’'M A BAD INFLUENCE. Professor Fenix didn't even glance a him.

“It'sdone, Dad. I've got my letter to report to the recruiting office.”
“It'snot done. We ve got to discussthis. Y ou' re throwing away abrilliant career.”

“We vediscussed it dready.” Marcus drew himsalf up to hisfull height. It dwayslooked threatening,
even if he didn’t mean to be, smply because he was so big now. “It’s okay for you to devel op wespons,
but not okay for meto fight? Carlos and others can put their lives on the line, but the job’s not good
enough for your son?’

“I didn’t say that, Marcus.”

“Dad, I've got to do this. | can’t Sit out the war.”

“There’'sno got to about it. Nobody will think any less of you for not fighting.”
“I'll think lessof me. And it’ sthe only thing that’ s going to make mefed dive.”

There was an awful, avkward silence. Eduardo Santiago would have hugged his sons and said whatever
they did was okay by him. Professor Fenix didn’'t seem to know how. His eyeslocked on Marcus sfor a
few moments asif he was expecting him to back down, but then he turned to Carlos.

“Can't you tak any senseinto him?'Y ou' re the only person he listensto these days.”
Oh boy. “Sir,” Carlossad, “dl | cantdl youisthat I'll make sure Marcus comes back in one piece.”

Adam Fenix looked asif he was going to make one more atempt to talk Marcus out of it, jaw muscles
twitching, but then his shoulders sagged and he began fidgeting with the notebook again. Carlos felt sweet
itching on hisback but didn’'t dare move amuscle. Hewas. .. embarrassed. It was awful to haveto
watch this.

“Okay, | can’'t stop you,” Professor Fenix said. “And if | try, I’ll lose you completdy, won't 17’

Marcus avoided the question and rolled right past it. “I’'m going to give it a hundred percent, Dad. Don't
worry about me. Look, I’ll be back for dinner tonight, and—"

“Damn, | haveto give atak at the university.”

They both looked defeated. “ Some other time, then,” Marcus said, asif they were just business
associates unable to make ameeting. “Got to go, Dad.”

Carloswould have preferred agood, honest brawl, with everything out in the open, dealt with and
sorted. But people like the Fenix family didn’t seem to work the same way. Carlosfollowed Marcus
back down the gravel path and they walked aimlesdy in slence until they reached the center of East
Barricade and found a pavement café.

“Dom’ s getting married,” Carlossaid at last. “I didn’'t want to tell you until you got the thing with your
dad over and done with. Maria s expecting a baby.”



Marcuslost hisglacia calm for amoment, just aflash of shock that raised his eyebrows, but that was a
big ded for him.

“Wow,” hesaid. “How did your parentstakeit?’

“Pretty well.”

“How’ s he going to afford it? s he dropping out of school ?’

“Mom made him promise to finish hisexams. Y ou know Dom. He || make it work.”
“He needs money. Look, that’s one thing I’ ve got plenty of, and | could—"*

“He' |l befine. Thanks.” Carlosredized that sounded abrupt, but Dom would never accept money from
anyone. Hetried to soften the brush-off. “ Shit, that was ungrateful. Sorry, Marcus. It' sjust that Dom
won't fed he'saman if he can't support hisfamily without help. Hey, maybe if wetimeit right, we can
both attend the wedding in uniform. Classy.”

“If that’ san invitation, yes. Thanks.”
“You don't need any invitation. Y ou' re an honorary Santiago. Y ou'refamily.”

Carlosleaned back in his seat and watched the ebb and flow of civilians enjoying the day. Thewar wasa
long way from Ephyra, at least geographically; emotiondly, though, the conflict wasright here, in every
home. After more than seventy years of fighting, dmost every family had someone who had fought in the
war, who was currently serving, or who worked in the defense industry. Theredlity of war was
understood. Nobody could ignoreit. Nobody wanted to.

If we hadn’t discovered imulsion, would we be fighting over other fuels instead? Water?
Minerals? Thrashball?

It didn’t seem to matter now. Collecting enemies had its own inertia, and the COG had plenty. Carlos
didn’t worry much about the future because it was Smply hard to imagine, but now the future was
actudly in hisown hands dong with an assault rifle. It made him fed different. Hewas il trying to define
how.

Marcuslooked logt in studying the surface of his coffee. He never said much about hisfather, but Carlos
suspected he' d probably longed for congratul ations and support for his decision, knowing al the time that
he wouldn’t get it. Maybe hiswholelife had been like that. It explained alot. He had to jump through
hoops to get a pat on the head.

“Tell me gtraight, Marcus.” Carlos nudged his elbow. The spoon resting on his saucer clattered onto the
metd tabletop. “ Are you doing thisjust because | enlisted, or to piss off your old man?’

“Y ou need to ask me that?’

“Wadl, yeah. It snot like you tell me every cough and spit. | havetofill in the gaps.”

Marcus s pauses often told Carlos alot more than what he actually said. He stared into his cup again.
“Becauseit’sthe only place I’m going to fed at home, with people who understand me,” he said at last.

“Shit, if anyone understands you, maybe they can explain you to me.” Carlos managed alaugh. Y eah,
Marcus wanted the generd camaraderie of army life, but he wanted to be with his buddy, too. Carlos
understood that. It wasweird to see aguy whaose family had everything till looking for something they



couldn’t buy for him and didn’t know how to give. “1t' sgoing to be awesome, | know it.”

Getting killed, wounded, crippled—Carlos couldn’t dwell on that. It wasn't enough of areason to stay at
home. Besides, anyone who wasn't ready to fight for their country didn’t deserve adamn thing fromiit.
The Santiagos didn’t freeload.

Therest of that week became an avdanche of irreversible, life-changing decisions. At the recruiting
office, Carloswaited for Marcusto come out of the medica examination. He could hear staff talking
quietly behind arow of filing cabinets.

“That' s definitely Mg or Fenix’sson,” amae voice was saying. Here at least, old man Fenix was il
seen as an officer, not ascientis. “He could have walked straight into the Academy. A staff college job,
even.”

“Maybe hewantsto beareal Gear,” said another voice. “Not every guy wants the easiest path through
life”

Y eah, they’ d got Marcus about right. Maybe he wasn’t so inscrutable after al. He seemed incredibly
proud to wear the uniform, and Carlos had to admit the pair of them looked pretty damn good at Dom's
wedding.

Dom made one glass of winelast for the whole wedding feast, asif hewas afraid of what afew more
drinks might do to him. It wasweird to see him still asnervous asakid, and yet d so amarried man with
his own youngster on theway. Carlosknew it wasthelast time he'd see himin that state of limbo
between boy and man.

He s still my kid brother. He knows I’ [ always be here for him.

“I've got to talk it through with Maria,” Dom said, nursing the glassin one hand, “but I’'m going to get a
full-timejob. A red job.”

“Mom’sgoing to kill you. Still, nothing wrong with being amechanic—"
“No, I'mgoingto enlig.”

“Shit, Dom...”

“It'sthe pay,” Dom said. “It'sgood money. I’ ve got afamily to feed now.”

“Sureitis. | believeyou.” Carlos gave him aferocious hug and rumpled hisfancy suit. He d known Dom
would join up sooner or later, but this soon—well, at least he could ook out for him now. “You'redl
about the money, right?’

At the beginning of Frost, Maria gave hirth to a son, Benedicto. By Thaw, Dom had dropped out of
school and enlisted. There was the same inevitability about it as the seasons, Carlos decided. Some
bonds could never be broken.

The Santiago brothers—by blood or honorary membership—were going to be together for the rest of
their lives.

CHAPTER 6



A military life attracts young people for many reasons—duty, comradeship, purpose, the
opportunity to test life to the limits, to learn a trade, escape from home, adventure—even
patriotism. But for the youngster lacking a stable, caring home, it provides family, with all the
security and meaning that goes with it. They crave the structure, approval, attention, and clear
rulesthat their parents should have given them; and we can supply it.

(COLONEL GAEL BARRINGTON, HEAD OF RECRUITING.)

GROUNDSOF POMEROY BARRACKS, SOUTH EPHYRA, REGIMENTAL HEADQUARTERSOF THE 26TH
ROYAL TYRAN INFANTRY, SEVENTEEN YEARSAGO, THREE YEARSBEFORE E-DAY.

“Stand easy,” said the sergeant, stacking mesh cages on the ground. The nametab on her fatigues said
MATAKI. “I’m going to teach you how to live off the land. Because you lads are going to haveto survive
in some pretty hostile places without the catering corps.”

Sergeant Mataki was atal woman in her thirties, built like asprinter, hair scraped back under her cap,
with ahint of an accent that Dom couldn’t place. She opened the cage to haul out alive chicken and
tucked it under her left arm. It clucked indignantly.

“If any of you are vegetarians,” Mataki said, “it’ stough shit. W€ |l do edible roots and fungi tomorrow.”

Dom had busted agut to get into commando training as soon as he turned seventeen, the youngest they’ d
take him. He d relished the punishing course; he' d found hard-fighting aggression he' d never known he
had. Mariawas proud of him. Carlos and Marcusdidn’t look at him asthe kid brother who needed
taking care of any longer. He was, as one of the South ISanders put it, nails, asin hard as.

And now he was brought to a nervous standstill by asmall black chicken.

The dozen or so men with him were completely silent as Mataki stroked the chicken’s head. It seemed
quite rlaxed in her grip, which Dom found disturbing. She wasn't one of the usud ingtructors; the badges
on her arm indicated she was a sniper, but everyone said her bushcraft skills were the envy of the
commando training unit. Someone said she could make a six-course banquet out of two dead ratsand a
pile of grass cuttings.

“I'll show you how to trap birds and small animaslater,” she said. “ That' sthe easy bit. For most of you
city boys, this isthe hard part. Because if you can’t do this, your survival chances are shot to hdl right
a/\/@/_”

Dom was acity boy. Poultry came in sealed white plagtic trays from the grocery store, aready
unrecognizable as the free spirit of nature it had once been. Poultry didn’t look at him accusingly with pin
prick pupils set in vivid orange eyes.

“You'redl very quiet,” Mataki said. “Come on. Y ou' re going to be commandos. Y ou can shove a
fighting knifein aguy’ sthroat. What' sthe problem?’

Like shedidn’t know. Shelooked like she' d been here a hundred times.

Georg Timiou was standing just in front of Dom, and he could see the guy was edgy by the way hishands
were clagped tight behind his back. “The recruitment posters never said anything about strangling
chicken, Sarge.”



Mataki wasn't remotely like Mg or Hoffman. She had a sense of humor under that death’s head badge
somewhere. Dom saw abrief twitch of her lip as she looked down at her boots for amoment.

“Wedon't strangle, Private,” shesaid a last. “We snap the neck quickly and humandly. Y ou' ve already
been trained to do that to a human. Chickens don't usudly pull aknife onyou.”

City boys. Dom saw his baby son’stoy animasin hismind’ s eye and felt deeply uncomfortable. But she
was right; they’ d all come from the infantry ranks, and they’ d al been under fire—and returned fire.
Poultry shouldn’t have fazed them.

Mataki rearranged the bird head-down. “Right, take both legsin your left hand like this, and hold the
head between your right index and middle fingers. Other way around if you' re left-handed, of course.
Then you push down and turn your wrist like so—*

It wasthefaint crack and the flapping that got to Dom.
“Ohhh shit...” said Timiou.
“Judt involuntary reflexes” Mataki said.

Shemadeit al look easy. She plucked the carcass, showering glossy black feathers everywhere, and
then drew a hunting knife to prepare it, impressing on the assembled trainee commandos that rupturing
the bowel was a really bad idea, and that disposing of the feathers hel ped conced their presence.

“Make sureyou find theliver,” she said, displaying the alleged delicacy skewered on thetip of her blade.
“Now, your turn. All of you.”

They got a chicken each. Dom was mortified.
| can do this. How hard can it be?

“Let’sget thisright before | hand you back to Hoffman,” she said kindly. “I don’t want him taking the
pissout of any of you. I’ve never had atraineefall yet.”

It was pretty motivating. Hoffman wouldn’t tolerate any squeamishness, and he certainly wouldn’t have
had the patience to do what Mataki did then; she walked up to Timiou, stood embarrassngly close
behind him, and clamped her hands hard over his, right on right, left on left.

“And...push,” shesad.

Crack.

She stepped back. Timiou stared at the bird, dead but till flapping wildly in his hand.
“That'sdl theforceyou need to use,” shesaid. “Or dseyou Il pull its bloody heed off.”

It got alot easier after that. Dom still kept checking his dead chicken to make sure he couldn’t fedl a
heartbeat before he started dismantling it. Mataki bent over him.

“It'snot first aid, Santiago,” she said. “The bloody thing isn't going to respond to CPR. Now pluck it, gut
it, and cook it. Because that’ sthe only lunch you' re getting today.”

Y eah, it was dead.

Dom fried the carefully dissected, bowel-free portions over a campfire in the wooded grounds and made



himsdf eat it, but he didn't like liver. Mataki strolled past, speared it on her knife, and ateit as she
walked away. Timiou watched her go asif hedidn't quite believe she existed.

“Why wasthat so hard?” Dom said. “Killing it, | mean.”

Timiou gnawed on athigh. “ Because the chicken isn't theenemy and it isn't trying to kill us. It'slike
having to shoot your pet dog. Always harder to kill something innocent, even for the best of reasons.”

It was just achicken, and Dom reasoned that if you didn’t have the balsto kill an anima yoursdlf, you
had no right to eat it. But it raised questions he had never considered before, like wherethelline lay
between killing that bothered him and killing that didn’t. What was he redly cagpable of doing?
Commando training had pushed him way beyond what he' d thought were hislimits, leaving himwith a
certainty that he could take absolutely anything, survive anything, tackle any odds. It aso made him
wonder about the depths he might have to plumb, and whether he' d be able to live with himsdlf if he did.

I’ll know the line between right and wrong when | seeit. | know | will.

But Dom concentrated on the sense of achievement. With Maria pregnant again, Dom didn’t think life
could get much better or more perfectly tailored to everything he' d ever wanted, even if he hadn’t
redized it until now.

Heloved being a Gear. He loved it more than he' d ever imagined possible. The very redl risk of ending
up dead or disabled was smply there in the background, a statistical fact that rarely bothered him.

But he wasn't the only one who' d found his vocation in uniform. Marcus—now Corpora Fenix—had
changed. He would never bethelife and soul of the party, but he was as happy and at ease with himself
as Dom had ever seen him. He was born to be a Gear. In fact, he seemed happier with army life than
Carlos.

Carlos and Marcus were deployed again, back in Sarfuth, where winter was setting in. Dom read their
usud joint letter—Marcus would write one half, Carl os the other—and Carl os sounded even more
frustrated than he had a couple of weeks ago:

Thiswar would have been over a long time ago if the pen pushers at Command listened to the
guys on the ground. Some days | think they want me to put in a written request to take a leak.

Marcus had added acomment below in very precise, smal handwriting:
He ALWAYS wants to take a leak. It’ s cold enough here to freeze the balls off Embry’ s statue.

Marcus was devel oping a sense of humor. Carlos would have been happier as a commando, Dom
decided. The ruleswere looser. A man could kick over the traces alittle. Dom took out his pen, turned
over the sheet of paper, and began writing areply about the art of handling chickens.

SARFUTH, NORTHERN REGION; FORWARD OPERATING BASE, C COMPANY 26 RTI.

There was cold, and then there was cold.

Carloslet the APC idle to reach running temperature, scarf pulled up over his nose while he sat in the cab
of the vehicle with his hands tucked tight under hisarmpits. If the temperature dropped much more, the
fudl was going to freeze solid in the engine. Shit, anyone who was crazy enough to go sabotaging imulsion



pipdinesin thisclimate dmost deserved towin.

A shadow loomed in the windshield, blotting out the brilliant orange sunset, and then agloved hand
rubbed away at the layer of ice. It was Marcus. And even at minus-freeze-your-ass-off, he till wasn't
wearing ahadmet. He swung himsdlf into the passenger sedt.

Carlos pulled his scarf down anotch to make himsalf heard. He didn't like helmets either, but at least he
had the sense to wear athermal cap. “Y ou know how much body heat you lose through your head? Are
you crazy? 'Y ou want frosthite?”

Marcus shrugged. “ Ten percent,” he said. “ And maybe. And no.”

He just wouldn’t wear ahelmet unless there was an officer around who'd stick him on achargefor it.
Ever since the barber had given him hisregulation crew cut on thefirst day, he d taken one line of the
COG uniform code to heart; a do-rag was acceptable headgear aslong asit was plain black, theties
were tucked away, and the cap-badge was pinned centrally. Now he wore one al the time. Somehow it
emphasized the hard anglesin hisface and made him look like acomplete and utter bastard. That wasn't
necessarily abad thing, of course.

“I just saw the KIA sgnasfrom HQ,” Marcus said. The APC’ s heater roared like a blast furnace, but
wasn't making alot of difference to the temperature. “ Captain Harriesison thelist.”

“Shit. What happened?’ Harries had picked up more decorations for galantry than some regiments. She
didn’t seem the type to do anything as ordinary as dying. The news knocked Carlos back. “I didn’t think
anything could kill her.”

“Sheled acharge on agun position. It didn't surrender fast enough for her.”

“Wow. Everyon€e sluck runsout eventudly.”

“If they pushit.”

“Her son’sin Logidtics, isn't he?’

Marcus puffed clouds of vapor. They froze against the windshield. “ Y eah. Same age as Dom.”

Dom. Carlosthought of him for amoment. L eaving someone done and grieving when you were
supposed to take care of them was pretty crappy. Like Marcus' s mom. Oh, great. Carlos, long used to
these one-sided, guess-what-he' s-thinking conversations with Marcus, was again reminded that what his
friend didn’t say was every bit as meaningful aswhat he said.

Carlos changed tack. Dead mothers wasn’t what Marcus needed to dwell on today. “Well, our luck’s
holding out just fine. Let’ s get moving before my bladder freezes solid.”

“They’' re dready taking about awarding her the Embry Star,” Marcus said, dmost under his breeth. It
was the highest decoration for bravery, awarded only to those who knowingly faced amost certain desth
to save comrades’ lives. It usually ended up being posthumous. “ At least she collected the full set of

gongs
“Y egh, you get afree sat of wineglassesin the afterlife for that.”

Marcus made asmal hah sound and half-smiled, scraping away theiceforming on theingde of the
windshied. Maybe he was hoping his mother had died heroicdly too, not just run off and left himinan
echoing silence with the stranger he called hisfather. He never said. He smply wrote adutiful |etter home



once amonth—from what Carlos had glimpsed—with no questions or recriminations, asif nothing much
out of the ordinary had ever happened to the Fenix family.

The APC rumbled out past the checkpoint and headed for the pipdine that ran close to the border with
Maranday, aneutra state with a cardlessway of letting Indie bastards dip in and out to launch attacks.
Porous border my ass. Complicity. That meant being careful about where you were standing when you
shot them. Carlos was getting increasingly pissed off with the niceties of diplomacy.

“They' readay overdue,” Marcus said. He cradled his Lancer in hisarms asif he was keeping it warm.
“Intd’ ssourceisdipping. Still no activity inthetown.”

“Yeah, I’'m never convinced their informant isn't just dicking with us.”

“Let’scheck with the snipers.” Marcus fiddled with his headset. “ AlphaFiveto Three-Zero, Sitrep
plesse, over.”

“Three-Zero receiving.” It was Padrick, another South Idander. All theidands seemed to manufacture
snipersin bulk, except Padrick was from migrant stock. He was conspicuoudy redheaded and freckled.
It didn’t go with histribal tattoos, but he ill had that Idander attitude, so nobody thought it waswiseto
mention thefact. “1’ ve been watching some tosser digging animal trgps aong the pipdinefor thelast hour.
Heleft twenty minutes ago. Check it out for us, will you?’

That could have been exactly what it seemed to be—a huntsman out trapping game attracted by the
relaive shelter of the overground pipeline—or it might have been something alot worse.

“What' s your position, Pad?’
“Two-Q-J-oh—zero-three—one-three-four-seven-five-five.”

Marcus carefully unfolded amap a section at atime, barely moving his elbows from his sides and folding
the sheet back on itself to present the relevant part of the grid. Hisflashlight clicked on. “Y ou up on that
hill?’

“No, not enough cover. We'relaid up in asnow-hole next to the descending section of the pipe,
€levation about thirty-five degreesfrom the vadley floor.”

Carlos glanced away from the snow-drifted road for amoment to glance at the map resting on Marcus's
rifle. It was getting dark fast. “ They can see anything coming up theline”

“Yeah,” Padrick’svoice crackled in Carlos s ear. “We re waiting for the second shift. Let’ s hope they
get amove on. Baz wants to watch the thrashball find.” He paused. “1 have visud on you now. The
hole'sameter from the connection numbered five-bravo-nine. Seeit?’

“Got it,” said Carlos. The pipeline was numbered along its length so maintenance teams could identify
sections. “We'll take alook.”

Baz was Padrick’ s spotter. The sniper teams could dig into a snow-hole up here and amost make it a
regular little home away from home, except for a sports channel. But they needed to. Laying explosve
devices was done by stages here, and it could take days when it wasn't snowing enough to fill the holes.
Carloswasfascinated by the efficiency; one scumbag would dig a hole and leave, then another scumbag
would come dong later and drop off the explosive. A littlelater, another would wander by and leave the
detonators. Finally, afourth would show up to assemble and prime the device before nipping off to
detonate it remotely at his—or her—Ileisure.



Nobody was left hanging around exposed for haf an hour or more, just asking to be spotted. It was
random folksjust passing by—and there were acouple of hundred miles of pipelineto choosefromin
the run from the imulsion extraction facility at Denavato the coastd refinery. All the COG forces could
do wasrdy on tip-offs, tracking skills, and the psychological deterrent of making it very bad newsto get

caught.

Carlos stopped the APC and cast around looking for the hole. It was about half a meter deep, and there
was awire snare at the bottom. It was just about feasible that the guy was genuinely trapping the local
rodents, which burrowed through the snow looking for food.

“Pad, it sasnare,” he said on theradio. “But that doesn't meanitisn't aprep for adevice.”
“You'reaparanoid after my own heart, mate...”

“Let’ srecon farther down toward the town,” Marcus said. He stabbed at the map with agloved finger.
“If there safollow-up on the way, then maybe the timing’ sright.”

“Keep the channel open,” Padrick said. “Thelast patrol |eft the radio on transmit, the stupid bastards. If
we' d needed them, | couldn’t have flashed them.”

“Don’t worry, you got the grownups on task tonight,” Carlos said. “Fenix and Santiago.”
“Y eah, the wankers who don’t need helmets’ cos they don’t have brainsto blow out.”
“Weloveyou too, Pad...”

“Flush’em out our way.”

Carloskilled the headlights and drove parald with the pipeline at a sedate crawl. Anyone could hear the
APC coming, but sometimes Carlos could still surprise the unwary if they were engrossed in atask. By
the time they reached the likely entry point from Maranday, it was dark and the pinprick lights of the
nearby town were easy to see in the sharp, clear night. It was just two klicks away. The border wasa
hundred meters on the other side of the pipdine.

Marcus put on his night vision goggles. “ Pad’ sgot a point about the thrashball.”
“Y ou bet anything on the score?”’

“I’'m not a betting man. Especidly since the Eagles signed that new guy, Cole. Cole Train. Yeah, that's
about right.”

“He'samachine. I'd hateto runinto himin adark aley. He' d rip your head off for alaugh.”

Norma lifewent on, and it kept you sane. Even war could be boring when you weren't fighting and close
to shitting yoursdlf. It swung between the extremes. Carlos understood perfectly how some guys needed
the adrend buzz, even when they knew they were shortening their odds of surviva, and he thought of
Marcustelling his dad that the army was probably the only place he’ d ever fed dive. It wastrue, and it
was't about chegp thrills; it was about knowing you' d used every cdll that life had given you to itslimit.

Carlos had fdt exactly the same way when he listened to his own father talking about histime as a Gear.
Cocooned civilian life never let you find out what you could redly do or pushed you hard enough to
understand exactly who you were. It was aterrible thought that so many people could die having lived
around the hadf-full level, never knowing more, never trying more. And there was no second chance. This
wasthe only life you ever got.



“Eadger onfoot.” Marcus jumped out and waded into the snow in the shadow of the pipeline. It stood a
couple of meters high, supported on concrete trestles at intervals. He pulled the hood of his snow-camo
westherproof over hishead. “And thisisjust to stop you from nagging me...”

The areawas abig shalow valley, agentle scoop out of the landscape, and they were looking dightly
downhill for what seemed like kilometers. Carlos dipped hisNV goggles down from his forehead and
looked around. They waited for nearly an hour, walking in small circles or up and down the line of the

pipe to keep warm.

Then something made Carlos hold his breath to listen. He put his hand out to get Marcus' s attention and
gestured; quiet.

“Vehicle,” Marcuswhispered. It was a higher-pitched sound than a car, asmaller motor. There weren't
even any roadsto speak of, at least other than the track they were on. “ Snow-bike of some kind.”

That didn’'t make it suspicious. Lots of locals had snow-bikes. They stood looking in the direction of the
sound and Carlos eventudly picked out asmall waobbling point of light with adarker shape around it. As
it got closer, it resolved into a heavily clothed figure on atwin-ski bike. Marcus dipped into the cover of
the pipedine and Carlos dropped down onto one knee, shoving his goggles onto his forehead to use the
rifle' soptics. He tracked the guy as the bike whined past, following the parallé line of the pipeinsdethe
Maranday border.

Could just as easily be a woman, of course.

Marcus radioed Padrick. “ Alpha-Five to Three-Zero, possible trade for you. Ski-bike heading your
way, pardld with the pipeline.”

“Roger that, Alpha-Five.”
Carlos started up the APC again, but killed dl thelights. “Baz might get to seethe game after all.”

“Let’snot betoo hasty.” Marcus called in to base to report the possible contact. “Might just be some
poor jerk going home after anight in the bar.”

The chances were that the noise of the ski-bike' s motor would deafen the rider to distant sounds behind
him. And he was wearing athick hood. Carlos kept it in as high agear as he could while Marcus leaned
out of the cab to follow the rider through hisrifle s optics. The upward dope of the valley meant Marcus
could see him over the top of the pipeline. The bike hugged that line al the way.

“If Intd isright,” Marcus said, “thisguy will be the explosvesdrop.”

“We could just stop him, of course. Check what he' s carrying.”

“Not while he' s on the other side of the border.”

“Who' sgoing to get out the measuring tape and check?’

“We' ve got our ROES. No cross-border stuff.”

“He sgot to comethisside of thelineto plant the explosive.”

“And then we can blow hisbrainsout.” Marcus checked his scope again. “Legitimatdy. Satisfied?’

It sounded stupid to Carlos, but then diplomatic rules usudly did. That border jurisdiction shit was for
cops, not wars. Eventualy Marcus gestured to dow down and dismount.



They ducked down under the pipe and came out on the other sde within five hundred meters of
Padrick’ s position. The ski-bike had stopped almost leve with the hole dug earlier in the day, and the
rider was crouched down, checking through his pannier, till on the Maranday side of the border.

“Three-Zero, can you see anything?’ Marcus whispered.

“Negetive, Alpha-Five. He sHill just adickhead messing with hisbike until he makesamove for that
me.’l

And then maybe he's redly going to check a snare...

Carlos kept hisrifle trained on the man. The night was silent except for the wind and the faint sounds of
the guy handling something in his pannier.

He had to have heard the APC come to ahalt. He was far enough ahead when he switched off the bike's
motor to notice the noisein the sudden silence. But he carried on rummaging.

Maybe he was a genuine hunter after dl.
He had his back to them now, but not to Padrick and Baz.

“Alpha-Five, whatever it is he' staking out, there' salot of it.” Padrick’ s voice was hard to hear evenin
Carlos searpiece. I’ ve seen the things they hunt—they’ retiny. Y ou could stun them with your
toothbrush.”

“Gothim...”
“I’ve got ashot now. Tl mewhen I’'m clear to tekeit.”

It was Marcus scdl. Bike Guy was standing upright now, still on the Maranday side of the border, till
obliviousto threerifles trained on him, any of which would spoil his entire day. Carlos could understand
why it would be abad ideato leave a harmless Maranday citizen with aCOG round in their skull, but he
thought it was worth the risk—Maranday was an enemy in dl but name, so how much worse could things
get, other than pissing off afew diplomats and paliticians?

And they didn’t count for shit.

“Let’'sseewhat he does,” Marcus whispered, lowering himsalf on one arm to prone position and taking
am.

The scope’ sNV filter gave Carlos a pretty clear view of Bike Guy, but explosivesdidn’'t usualy have a
nice clear label on them. Whatever the man was handling, though, therewasalot of it. It looked like he
was removing astack of books or small sandbags. That was good enough for Carlos. The hard part was
always deciding when to dot the bastards.

“It' s Pad’ s shot,” Marcus whispered.
“You' reamind reader.”
“Y ou're not big on patience.”

Bike Guy turned with hisarmsfull and walked toward the pipeline—acrossthat invisble line that made
him fair game—while Carlos watched. He heard Padrick inhale afew times before | etting out along, fina
breath. He was steadying himsdlf tofire.



Any second now.

Bike Guy knelt by the hole, the last time he was ever going to do anything. Carlos had as good a
close-up of hisface ashewas ever going to get. It was dmost completely swathed in aski mask and
goggles, so therewas no way of making apostivevisua ID even if he' d had that level of inteligence
detail.

Go on, Pad, take him...

Then Bike Guy stopped dead. He looked up, glanced to hisleft—he couldn’t possibly see or hear
Peadrick from there, so what the hell had spooked him?—then got to hisfeet. He was ill holding some of
the objects he' d taken from his pannier.

He headed back toward the bike. It looked casua for afew steps, asif he’ d forgotten something, but
then he picked up speed.

“Ped, abort, abort, abort,” Marcus said, abandoning radio procedure. “Leave him. We' re pursuing.”

Carlos was off even before Marcus finished the sentence. He put a burst of fire through the bike that
chewed up itsfuel tank and ripped through the steering, then plunged through the deep snow in pursuit.

You' re not going anywhere, asshole, and | can out-run you...

He could hear Padrick saying “I’ ve ill got ashat, I've still got ashot...” Marcuswasyelling a him to
get back. Bike Guy darted away at aright angle from the bike, heading for the border. Once he was over
that, there wasn't much they could do, and Carloswasn't going to let an Indie sit there laughing at the
COG like some kid playing teg.

Maybe Bike Guy thought Gears were too old-fashioned to shoot a saboteur in the back.

Marcuswas dmost level with Carlos. It waslike running in tar, forcing Carlosinto a high bounding
movement to clear the clinging snow. Bike Guy dropped something but neither of them were going to
stop now to check what it was.

“He |l be handy for Intel to play with,” Marcus panted. The chase was dmost in dow motion. It could
have ended ingtantly with asingle shot. “Don’t drop him unlesswe haveto.”

The guy kept going. If he was armed, Carlos couldn’t see awegpon. That didn’t mean much. The
imaginary linethat Carlos had superimposed on the featurel ess snow was getting closer. He had hisrifle,
hissdearm, hisknife—

“You'reover, Carlos, you're over, you're over.” Padrick’ s voicefilled hishead. He had abetter fix on
the coordinates from his static position. “ Carlos, you're over the bloody border.”

“Tough shit,” Carlos said, suddenly redlizing that Marcus had fallen back. When he glanced over his
shoulder for asecond, Marcus had taken up afiring position and wasaming. “I can get him—*

The guy wasn't a Gear; he wasfit, but he wasn't Gear-fit. Carlos tackled him from behind, more asan
accidenta and desperate lunge than a calculated move, but he had to stop him.

Like afew more meters was going to make it any worse. Who was going to see this anyway? Who was
going to fileacomplaint?

Bike Guy struggled in Carlos s grip and made the mistake of reaching into hisjacket. Carlos had dways



wondered how he' d react to having to kill someone up this close. But he didn’t even have to think about
it. All that went through his mind wasthat it wasn't going to be him doing the dying. It was going to be
the other bastard. There was no room for any other thought. He plunged his knife into the guy’ s neck
before he even redized he'd drawn it.

COG COMMAND, HOUSE OF THE SOVEREIGNS EPHYRA.

Hoffman realized something big had shifted in the course of the war when he walked into the basement
briefing room at HQ.

Hetook off his cap and wondered if he' d been given the wrong location. It wasn't unusud to be
summoned to briefings with minimal information for security reasons, but thiswasthefirst time he'd been
given no information at al, and he could see he was serioudy out of place and out of rank here.

It wasn't just agathering of army officers; navy and air corps top brass were waiting in the lobby, too,
glittering with seniority. And then there were the suits—the intelligence staff and COG political advisers.
It wasasmall gathering, but in terms of sheer authority, thiswas asummit.

A bit rich for my blood. Maybe they want me to clean the latrines.
“You too, eh, Victor?’ said avoice behind him.

Heturned to see anava officer he'd met a couple of years before. Michael ? Mitchdl? Hisfirst name was
Quentin, asfar as he could recall, and he hadn't been the full captain he was now.

“Quentin...” Hoffman said, extending his hand. He jerked his head in the direction of three admirals.
“What are we, then, the hired help? Bag carriers?’

Michadson. That wasit.

“I'm not sure my boss even knows.” Michaegl son’s collar bore the ditinctive twin shark emblems of a
submariner. “And | don’'t know why I'm here either. I'm just Captain D Fotilla, so when told to front up,
| face aft and salute.”

D Hoatillawas amphibious assault and specid maritime operations. That told Hoffman something,
athough he wasn't quite sure what; for aslong as he could remember, COG doctrine had been built
around land warfare—artillery, armor, and infantry. All other assets had been a sideshow. Now two
small dements—specid forces and amphib—seemed to have front row seatsfor abig show.

“Okay, s0it’s spec ops and frogs—any other orphans here besides us?” Hoffman asked.
“Only the orbital technology division, asfar as| can see. Odd cocktail.”

The big carved doors to the main conference room eased open, and a secretary in adark blue business
auit latched them open. A polished idand of tables gleamed beyond in awindowless room.

“Charman Dayd| will bewith you shortly, S0 please take your seats.”

It was the first mention of the Chairman that Hoffman had heard; he' d assumed thiswas a Chief of Staff’s
meeting, or aminister’s. Thisraised the stakes enormoudy. Michaelson followed him in and they looked
for their names on the tables.



What the hell am | supposed to contribute to this?

Hoffman had no problem telling the Chairman what he thought of the COG’ s defense policy or any part
of it, aslong asthe Chairman didn’t have a problem with being told. But part of him was afraid of being
unable to supply answers. All he had with him was hiswallet, 1D card, pen, and keys. His ataché
case—empty except for apad of paper—had been taken by security, like everyone else's. That was
unusud to say theleadt.

Even the generaslooked apprehensive. Hoffman took some comfort from that.

Dayd| wasasmadl, bading man in hisfifties who would have passed for an accountant if he hadn’t worn
such sharp suits. Hisvoice, though, could hdt a battalion. He sat down, flanked by two assistants, and
gestured at one to shut the doors while the other readied a projector.

“WEe re soundproofed in here, ladies and gentlemen,” Dayell said, “and soon you' Il understand why we
need to be. This briefing is on an absolutely need-to-know basis. Get the lights, will you, Maynard?’

The display pane flooded with light, and a map filled the frame—the coastd plain of the Ostri Republic,
an independent state with alukewarm aliance with its much bigger and more aggressive neighbor, Pelles.
Theroom fdl completely slent—no fidgeting, no coughing—as Dalyell |et thelocation Snk in.

Shit. Thethought hit Hoffman between the eyes. We' re going to invade Pelles via Ostri. About damn
time. That'll bring it home to them. RTI special forces inserted to prep the battlefield before the
amphib assault. Got it.

Hefdt better dready. He glanced at Michaegl son, but the man’ s eyes were fixed on the map asif hewas
thinking something ese entirely.

“I want you to note afeature on the map,” Dayd| said, swivding his segt to peer at the assembled
officersin the gloom. “Y ou're going to be hearing alot about it, at least within the confines of thisroom.
It's called Aspho Point, and if we don’t do something about it, it’ s going to be the end of the Codlition.
Agent Settile, would you like to bring us up to speed?’

Bang.

That was the problem with assumptions. They were short-lived, fragile things. Hoffman' s few moments of
thinking he’ d worked out what was coming had evaporated. Settile walked up to the side of the display
and reached in with a battered metal rule to indicate the desolate coast. The key to the map showed the
areaasamix of clay wetlands and salt marsh, with pockets of grazing land and woodland; the only
features of military interest were a couple of small army bases, astring of gun batteriesalong way to the
north, and an avionicsfacility standing on afinger of land jutting into one of the many inlets—Agpho
Point.

There were plenty of targetsjust like thisin the Union of Independent Republics. There were much bigger
and more strategic ones, too. Settile turned to face the room, squinting againgt the light from the
projector.

“These wetlands around Aspho Point were originally drained for farming afew centuriesago,” she said.
“They'redtill caled Aspho Fidds, but it's so isolated and inhospitable that it' s of more use for secure
defense ingtdlations than crops these days. The research facility at Aspho Point has been developing
weapons guidance systems and avionicsfor the UIR for twenty or thirty years, so no surprisesthere. But
now something’ s changed. Intelligence shows that routine avionics work has been farmed out a chunk at
atimeto other places, and Aspho Point has been turned over to asingle project. It'snow developing a



satellite wegpons platform—we re giving it the code name Hammer of Dawn.”
W, shit. Hoffman’s scalp prickled. How far ahead of us does that put the damn Indies?

Settile paused for the communa rumble of dismay that rolled around the table. Dayell gave her anod
and took over.

“If you think that’s bad news” Dayell said quietly, “then chew on the fact that they could be ready to
deploy it within ayear. Our satdllite platforms are il Sitting in computer modeling systems. Theory. So
now you know what you' re herefor. It' s not enough to deny thistechnology to the enemy. We haveto
take it.”

That ruled out an air strike. Hoffman glanced at Michaegl son again, and thistime their eyes met. They both
knew what they were there for now. It seemed that a decision had been made long before anyonein
uniform was asked for their assessment. COG Intelligence was driving this.

“Generd Iver,” Dalyd| sad, “before anyone leaves this room today, | want aplan for taking Aspho
Point, seizing the technology, and neutraizing the facility, personne included. And that plan hasto be
carried out within the next sx months. Thistechnology will end thewar—for usor for the UIR, but it will
betheend of it.”

Iver didn’t missabeat. “I'll want your priorities spelled out, Chairman. Because, with due respect,
geding aresearch facility minus the bricks and mortar—which iswhat you' re asking usto do—isamuch
taller order than putting it out of action.”

“You just summed up my prioritiesin one, Generd.”

Dalydll took hisleave of the meeting. Iver got up from his seat and stared down at something he'd
scribbled on the notepad in front of him.

“Let’scrack on, then, people,” he said at last. “Thisiswhere we start Operation Leveler. Indl the years
the Codlition has been fighting, there’ s never been amore critical mission.”

Hoffman had often felt he' d been born into the wrong era and might have been happier in the more
rugged and decisive days of Sera’ s past. But this—this was what he' d been born for, evenif hedidn’t
yet know how it might turn out, or even what it was. He felt oddly happy.

He knew better than to believe that asingle victory could stop decades of fighting in itstracks. War
wasn't that clear-cut: politicians weren't that smart. But they could hasten the end.

Hetried to imagine what aworld a peace would be like, and if there would be room or purposeinit for
men likehim.

CHAPTER 7

| don’t know why you’ re whining. Yes, Gears do deserve more rations than the rest of us. They're
fighting to protect us, all day, every day. It's a hard, heavy job. You want skinny runts defending
us from the Locust? We' d all be dead now. Pregnant women get extra rations because they need
them too, but the rest of us just don't—people live longer on fewer calories anyway, and before
E-Day, that was how a lot of Sera lived. Why don’t you all shut up and thank God you're till



alive?

(ANGRY JACINTOCITIZEN AT PUBLIC MEETING ON CHANGES TO FOOD RATIONING LAWS)

SARFUTH, NORTHERN REGION, THE WRONG S DE OF THE MARANDAY BORDER; SEVENTEEN YEARS
AGO, THREE YEARSBEFORE E-DAY.

Marcus dropped down on the snow beside Carlos. “ Shit, let’s move him. Come on.”

It seemed crazy to be worried about such asmall detail in awar that had spanned decades and killed so
many millions. But wars pivoted on the small stuff, the nations, the footnotes. Carloswason
autopilot as he grabbed Bike Guy’ s ankles while Marcus took his shoulders, but he remembered to pulll
hisNV goggles back into place.

The few metersto the border were harder than running ten klicks. While they heaved the body through
the snow, Padrick was scoping across the landscape with hisNV filter, kegping an eye out for activity
and muttering that he could have dropped the bastard on the right side of the border.

At least Carloshad doneit quietly.

They bundled the body under the pipeline and squatted in the cover of the APC, staring out into the
darkness. There was nothing they could do about the ski-bike or the blood, but asfar as Carloswas
concerned they didn’t need to. It wouldn’'t do the Indies any harm to know they’ d get dotted if they tried
to sabotage ingallations in COG territory, and that they weren’t even safe across the border.

“I"'m going to check whatever hewas placing in that hole,” Marcus said, without needing to add that if it
wasn't explosives then they werein deep shit. “ Check the body.”

| killed a guy.

It was't thefirst time Carlos had used what the instructors delicately called lethd force, but thiswas
different; it was personal. It fet like abar brawl getting out of hand. His heart was pounding through his
chest and he didn’t fed the way that he had when he’ d returned fire on an enemy position, or launched a
mortar. And this wasn't the moment to try to make sense of it. He opened Bike Guy’ s jacket and felt
around in the pockets. If it hadn’t been for the wet fabric—blood, not water—it would have been like
searching adrunk. He pulled out papers, akey ring, and asmall pistol, not that firearms proved anything
inthis part of theworld.

Carlosturned the keys over in hishand. Shit. The key ring was a cartoon character of some kind—a
bird. Long use had worn and battered it so much it looked like it had been chewed. But when he pushed
back hisNV goggles and shone hisflashlight on it, he could see that the figure had been painstakingly
repainted at least once.

Whatever it was, it meant something to thisguy.

Carlos switched off the light and replaced his goggles before pushing back the guy’ s hood. Clean-shaven,
maybe in histhirties. He put his thumbs under the edge of the snow goggles and forced them up.

Carloswas caught off-guard by the effect in his night-vision. Bike Guy’ s eyeswere staring up a him, just
bright disks. He' d seen it athousand times on night patrol in living faces, but for afraction of asecond it
froze him to the spot. He turned the head to one side to avoid the gaze. But the face was till aface; and



he didn’t look foreign, dien, different. He looked pretty much like anyone Carlos would have passed on
the street at home.

“Shit, why can’'t you look enemy?’ he muttered. “Why don’'t you makeit abit esser?’

Bike Guy’s documentsdidn’t tell him anything except that he had a fishing permit and an identity card,
both of which matched.

Marcus crunched back and stood over him.

“So,” he said, dropping a couple of objectsin the snow next to Carlos. They looked like packets of
sugar. “Good cdl.”

Carlos picked up a pack and squeezed it, but the faint smell told him al he needed to know. It wasa
massverdief. Explosves—military grade. He hadn't killed a hapless civvie out trapping animals.

“Wadll, his blowing-shit-up days are over,” Carlos said, trying to sound like he knew dl aong. He knew
just how close hel d come to causing the sort of incident that easily snowballed into something much
bigger. “WEe re shifting the body, right?’

“Can’'t leaveit here.” Marcuswas pissed off at him. It was asubtle thing, but Carlos was used to reading
al the near-invisble sgns; the way he finished the sentence on afaling note, the way he stood with his
weight equaly on both feet. “Come on. Let’ sget onwithiit.”

Carlos could hear noisesin his earpiece, the sound of Padrick puffing as he ran. He d left his channel
open. Thetwo snipers were coming down the hillside, darting from outcrop to outcrop. They dways
assumed they were being observed. By the time Carlos had helped Marcus heave the body into the back
of the APC, Baz was standing there waiting to mount up.

“Wadll, nothing eseto hang around for,” he said. He was a square-built guy in hisforties, with astrong
north Tyran accent. Carlos got the impression he never gave a second thought to the targets he dropped
with Padrick. “I’m freezing. The novelty wore off about two days ago.”

Padrick appeared behind him. “ Shit, you' re not taking your work home with you, are you? Leave the
bastard.”

“It'snot acombat Situation,” Marcus said. “ There || be some regulation to cover this.”

They returned to the FOB in silence, Marcus driving. Y es, there was a procedure for dealing with deed
guyslikethat, aswell as Sgning over the recovered explosives. Theintelligence officer attached to the
base moved in to take over. He seemed especidlly pleased with the ID papers, for reasons he didn’t
sharewith them.

“Hey, the pipeline s il intact,” Padrick said as he walked into the barracks block. “ Cheer up,
Santiago.”

Carlos cleaned out the back of the APC and went back out on patrol, thistime with Marcus driving.
They found more holes dug around the pipeline afew klicks south; but their edges were weathered and
irregular, asif they’ d been abandoned. They might even have been dug by animas. There were no more
snares, just lots of tiny pawprints. It hadn’t snowed in days.

Marcus switched on the civilian radio on the dashboard, one hand pressed against his ear so he could il
monitor voice traffic on his headset. “Want to listen to the game?’



Carlos nodded. They listened a low volume, and it sounded like the Eagleswere winning. “Are Idanders
interested in thrashbal 1?7’

“Some of them. The Idandsaren’t dl one country, whatever wethink.” Marcus, jaw muscle twitching,
seemed to be shaping up to say something. “ Okay, | take the corpora thing too serioudly.”

“What?’
“You wereright. If you' d listened to me, we' d have lost him. Too much focus on SOPs.”

It was a Marcus-style apology. But he didn’t have to say sorry. Orders and procedures were there for a
good reason, and Marcus was the one responsible if the thing had gone wrong.

Carlosfet guilty. “I still crossed into aneutral country and killed one of their citizens, evenif hisID was
fake and he was loaded with explosives.”

“Yeah, well...it'snot dwaysin the manud.”

“If I'd run out of luck like Harries, | could have dragged Maranday into the war for real.” Carlos thought
about it for amoment, not redlly hearing the thrashball dramathat was unfolding on the radio. He didn't
fed asgood as he should have. He felt he' d let Marcus down by doing something dumb and rash.
“Y’know, Dom would be so much better at this. Heredly lovesthe covert stuff. I’ m built for basic
soldiering. Give me arifle and let me assault atarget.”

Marcus might have smiled, or it could sSmply have been agrimace. “We I be okay when the westher
warms up and the fighting season garts.”

Y eah, Marcustook his corporal’ s stripe very serioudy, and seemed to think it made him personaly
responsible for the safety of every last Gear in the COG. He was going to be pure obsessive hell when he
made sergeant.

But he was nineteen. They both were. Carlos thought of the guys their age who hadn’t enlisted, and what
they considered to be ahard time or adifficult decison, and redlized they didn’t have aclue. Hefelt
better about himsdlf; but he dso redized he lived in another world.

Who wouldn’t want to serve, though? How can they live with themsel ves?

Soatting Bike Guy wasjust asingleincident in along conflict, nothing specid. Theimulson was till
flowing; one more bad guy was out of circulation.

But there'll be another Bike Guy along soon. And another. And another. It’s like taking your hand
out of a bucket of water. There's nothing to show you ever did a damn thing.

“I redly want to make adifference,” Carlossaid.

Marcus stared ahead. The APC bounced over rockier ground as the Eagles scored again and tinny
cheering filled the cab. “How do we ever know which thing we do isredly the one that changes history?”
Marcus asked.

“I'll know,” Carlossaid. “I'll fed it.”

They lgpsed into slence and listened to the rest of the game. That guy Cole waslike an avalanche,
flattening everything in his path. Carlos wondered how much he was getting paid for thisgame. Did he
ever wonder what it was like to be nineteen and freezing, with adead guy’ s blood on your uniform, the



most important, things on your mind being ahot med and cdling your kid brother?
Maybe he did. But Carlos doubted it.

DOM SANTIAGO SAPARTMENT, LOWER JACINTO.

Dom turned the key in the lock and waited in the hallway to listen for activity.

Two in the morning wasn't the best time to wake Maria, but he’ d caught the first train he could get from
camp, without thinking too much about the time he' d reach Jacinto. He placed hiskitbag on the floor and
found something soft and squashy; it was atoy, Benedicto’ sfluffy dog, its ears chewed to rags.

That meant his son could get to deep without it. It aso meant he was growing up fast.

Dom switched on the lights and got halfway up the hall before he heard the bedroom door creak open.
Maria stepped out into his path, clutching her bathrobe around her bump.

She put her finger to her lips. “1 thought he' d never go to deep. Why didn’t you call to say you were
coming?’

“I just jumped on thefirg train. Missme?’

“Dumb quedtion...”

“I've got fifteen days leave.”

“You ure?’

“Yeah.” Dom hadn't queried it. He' d learned fast not to make too many plansin the army. “Maybe they
gave us afew extradaysfor being good boys.”

“Isthat your way of telling me something?’

Dom had been busting agut to tell her. He wanted to just show her, to take his combat jacket out of his
grip and reved the commando insignianow sewn onto the shoulder, but that wastoo dow for adramatic
flourish. He smply reached into his coat and presented her with hisfighting knife, hilt forward. Mariajust
Stared at it.

“Y ou passed.”

“Yeah, | passed,” hesaid. “1 don't know how I kept my mouth shut thislong.”

Shetook it intwo fingers asif shedidn’t want to get fingerprintson it. “Y ou never said.”
“| wanted to surprise you.”

“It'sred?” She handed it back. “1 mean, you use it?’

“Yegh”

There were gill momentswhen Dom ft hewas akid, wildly unsure of himsdlf; yet here he waswith a
commando knifein hishand, and frontline combat experience, and a pregnant wife, and ababy deeping
in the next room. He wasn't even eighteen yet.



Sometimes, just sometimes, it dl scared theliving shit out of him.

“I’'m redly proud of you,” Mariasaid. “ But does this mean you won't be serving with Carlos and Marcus
now?’

“Not necessarily.” Dom opened the nursery door—agrand name for the box room he’'d
decorated—and leaned against the frame to watch Benedicto degping. “It just means |’ ve got the skills
thereto cal onif the battalion needsthem. It'snot like I’ m in apermanent specia forces unit.”

Dom missed his brother—and Marcus—more than he' d ever thought possible. But he couldn’t trail
around after them any longer; hisreason was adegp in the cot. Once Dom had really understood the fact
that he was afather, that he was now solely responsible for three other people whose needs wouldn't
end for years, he found himsdlf preoccupied by very different things. Part of him felt asif he' d abandoned
his brother. Maybe that was what growing up actudly felt like.

“Y ou want some coffee?” Maria asked. “ Have you eaten?’

“I'mfine”

“Then we ought to get some deep.” She dipped past Dom to check on Benedicto. “I’m al wiped out.”
“I thought your mom was giving you ahand.”

Mariawent back into the bedroom. “I' m happier doing it mysdlf. Y ou know how it is”

Marialiked to do things her way. He couldn’t blame her, because he wouldn't accept any help, either.
But babieswere alot of work, especially when you were expecting another one, and she didn’t hang out
with the other army wives. She needed support when Dom wasn't there.

Helay awake for most of what remained of the night trying to work out tactful waysto have hisfolks
keep an eye on her. It was hard to offer to babyst for awoman who didn’t want to go out anywhere.

Well, he had fifteen daysto try to coax Mariainto adifferent way of doing things. She was an only child,
like Marcus. They didn’t dways come to termswith having abigger family around.

Fifteen days, of course, would vanish fast. Dom found himsdf caught up in routine stuff like fixing shelves
and buying stuff for the new baby. Carlos and Marcus got atwo day pass. When the round of errands
and vidts was done, there was nowhere near enough time with Maria, proper husband-and-wife time.

But they’ d been inseparable since they were kids. Timewasn't redly anissue. It wasn't asif hewas il
getting to know her. And he had no intention of getting killed, so the time they had ahead of them
gretched into unimaginableinfinity.

The Pendulum Wars had reached some kind of equilibrium, however bad the individua battles were, and
everyone got on with life as best they could. Human beings could adjust to any damn Situation, Dom
decided.

With four days leaveleft, Dom sat in hisparents' yard with Benedicto on hisknee, and wondered if he'd
see out histime asa Gear, athirty-year man. The army had never been demobilized in living memory.

“Has Marcus been to see hisdad?’ Maria asked.
“| think 90.”

“Sad, ign't it? Just the two of them, and such agulf between them.”



“He Il befine” Dom said. “He' sasurvivor. And he'sgot us.”

The tree where Dom had first seen Maria climbing the branches dmost seven years before wasin full
leaf, cagting shadows on the Santiago’ s yard. Dom shut his eyes, reflecting on just how heavy babies
could be when you carried them around for awhile. He dmost dozed off. He was sure he was il
awake.

But hewasn't. Hisfather’ svoice jerked him out of adream that he forgot as soon as he opened his eyes,
and Benedicto wailed. Dom sat bolt upright, heart pounding.

“Sorry, son.” Hisfather leaned over him and picked up Benedicto. “ Cdl for you. It’ sthe adjutant.”
Shit.

Dom knew what he was going to hear even before he picked up the phone from the hall table.
“Private Santiago?’

“Dominic Santiago. It's me you want, Sarge, yes? Not Carlos?’

Thead) didn't say. “ Y ou'rerecdled to RHQ immediately. Report by twelve hundred tomorrow. Sorry
about cutting the leave short, but there you go.”

“It'sokay, Sarge. | know you can't tell me why on the phone, but—"

“I don’'t even know. All I know isthat dl the commando-qualified personnel have been ordered back to
base”

Dom didn’'t even remember if he said “ Okay” or not. He walked back into the yard, trying to work out if
he was eated, terrified, or triumphant, or if he should call Carlosfirst or bresk the newsto Maria. It
could only be amisson. The thought that he could roll right out of training and into alive op
was...frightening.

But that’ swhat he' d done before; a sixteen-year-old infantry soldier, straight out of basic and into the
front line. It was how thingswere done. He had faith in histraining, and in himsdif.

“I knew it was too good to be true,” Mariasaid, but she managed to smile. She was getting used to being
aGear’ swife. “Let meknow if you' re going to be back in timefor the birth.”

If I can. Made it back for Benedicto, didn’t 1?
“| cadled Carlosearlier,” hisfather sad. “The whole Twenty-sixth seemsto be moving. Not just you.”

Dom told himsdlf that there must have been hundreds of recallslike thisin the past, maybe even
thousands, but nothing much had changed the course of the war. He had no reason to think his
task—whatever it was—would be different. He just believed that it would.

He had to pack now. He hated packing.

26 RTI SPECIAL TACTICSGROUP, RHQ, EPHYRA.

Hoffman now knew the internd layout of Aspho Point better than he knew his own house.



He spent moretimeimmersed init, so it was hardly surprising. If he'd ever struck lucky with Nina
Kladry, she d haveleft him by now for neglecting her, so once again he was reminded thet it was never
meant to be, and that he had hisjust dessertsin hiswife Margaret.

No, dear, | won’t be home tonight.
Sorry. It swork again.

The saddest thing was that she didn’t suspect him of having an affair, and she was absolutely right. She
knew how thoroughly the military had devoured him. Hoffman paced around the briefing room table,
ingpecting the sole focus of hisexistence a doll’ shouse size.

The Aspho Point building had evolved from map to ground-plan to a cutaway scale modd, painstakingly
congructed and detailed. The intelligence folk added little details dl the time; Hoffman wondered if they
actudly enjoyed it. He caught himself staring at the tiny models representing troops, hisarmsfolded on
thetable, chin resting on hisright forearm, and found it oddly funny.

A cup of coffee gppeared beside his elbow. Agent Louise Settile, jangling with security passes strung
from her belt like battle trophies, durped her cup in aremarkably unlady-like way. He hadn’t actudly
heard her comein.

“When you find yoursdf going ‘ Pew! Pew!” and making aircraft noises, Mgor, you'll know it’stimeto
get some deep.” She was young and not especidly pretty, but she was damn good at her job, so she
passed muster as agoddess asfar as he was concerned. “Aren’'t you going to need more men for this?’

“Not insde,” Hoffman said. “ Pour in too many, and they end up log-jamming each other. It's securing
the exterior that’ s critical. Buy time, delay discovery, secure the exfil route.” He straightened up and
reached for the coffee. “I1t would redlly help if we didn’t have to extract any guysin white coats, though.”

“Y ou redly do have a problem with alive, don't you?’
“Arethe scientists that important? 1 know | keep asking, but it’s one more complication for us.”

“We'retrying to get aparallel technical team up to speed here, or as close aswe can. We ve got big
gapsin our knowledge. We don’t know how the UIR is handling global positioning—targeting—and we
don’t know the detail of the launch vehicle, the fuel system in particular. Our best shot on paper can't
devel op enough thrust to achieve the optimum orbit, and we haven’t worked out acceptable accuracy for
hitting targets.”

Hoffman wasn't sureif that wasayes or ano, but Chairman Dalydll was clear: he wanted the key
personnel in one piece.

“Y ou're assuming they’ l| cooperate with you,” Hoffman said.

“There sachance.” Settiletook afolder out of her briefcase. “But if they’ re mashed to durry, then they
won't have the opportunity of seeing sense. Anyway, here sthe latest agrid reconnaissance images.
Nothing much has changed.”

Hoffman took the folder and laid out the images on a free space on the table. There were coils of wire
strung dong the high water line, but they seemed to have been partly covered by materia swept up the
beach since the last recon run. It was aferocioudy stormy coast.

“Given the value of thistarget, they don’t seem to be maintaining adequate beach defenses.”



Skttile raised an eyebrow. “If | didn’t know you better, I’ d say you think we intelligence folk are abunch
of incompetents.”

“I would never offer that opinion to alady,” Hoffman said. “But you do have more than your fair share of
usdlessassholes”

“Aspho Point iswhat we say it is”

“WE |l takeit anyway,” he said, “because those are my orders.”

“You'resuch afreethinker...”

“It' smy lack of free thinking that ensuresthere still acivilian government running the show, ma am.”

Settilelooked at him asif she was dismantling the sentence for hidden meaning. But she didn't take the
bait. “It'll fill be pretty bad weather in Ostri when you insert. They won't expect araid of that kind until
their summer, if they expectitat dl.”

Hoffman was only responsible for the assault on the facility itsdf. Landing the troops to secure the wider
area, nava gunfire support if needed—that was someone else'sjob. By noon, he had to have a better
plan on paper for Genera Iver.

“Captain Michaglson’ s going to be here in a couple of hours.” Hoffman got up and walked over to the
chart tableto look again at the landing area. It dl looked so Straightforward; a deserted coast, no cliffsto
worry about, and along way from any serious reinforcements. “What made you look here, anyway?’

Settile laid the aerid images on the chart, trying to line them up with the features. * Production of
gyroscopic components suddenly starting up in factorieswhere we' d never seen it before. It staken four
yearsfor usto get thisfar. | wish it were amatter of quiet industrid espionage, just copying their dataand
plans and getting out. But it’s not enough to be firgt with this capability. We have to be the only power
withit”

“| understand.”

“You'regoing in persondly, aren't you?’
“Of course”

“Youfed left out?”

“No, | fed I’ ve got twenty-five years experience, and there are boys of seventeen I'll be asking to get
themsaveskilled, so it seemskind of lacking not to be there with them.”

Hoffman rarely let any comment get to him, but these spooks were good at sowing seeds of doubt. It
wastheir job. They probably didn’t even know they were doing it, not even the likeable oneslike Settile.

Am | going to be a liability? Am | really doing it because | can’t face watching this from an ops
room?

There was nothing worse than acommander who didn’t know when to stand back, to delegate. Hoffman
didn’'t think he’ d reached that sorry state. It was about faith; about having it in others, and letting them
haveitinyou.

“Who wasit who said there was nothing like the occasional dead general for improving troop morae?’
Skttile asked.



“I'mamgor,” Hoffman said.

“Soyou are” said Settile.

CHAPTER 8

Maybe | don’t want no COG protection. Maybe I’ mworried that you assholes gonna make me
give up too much to get it. And if we ever get back to normal, | ain’'t sure I’m even gonna like
your kind of normal.

(FRANKLIN TSOKO, ONE OF THE STRANDED, DECLINING ANOTHER INVITATION FROM DOM TO JOIN THE
COGFOLD)

NORTH GATE AGRICULTURAL DEPOT, PRESENT DAY, 14AE.

It was the chickensthat started bringing back the past to Dom.

Asthe Armadillo rumbled through the security gatesinto the compound, he could smell them, but he
couldn’t see them. Cage-farmed poultry smelled of sour, anmonia-saturated shit, an unfamiliar smdll to
his urban nogtrils, but he knew exactly whét it was.

A sapper jogged up to the APC as Dom dismounted for instructions.

“Follow the marshas, chainsaw boy,” he snapped. Helooked older than Hoffman. His nametab read
PARRY L., and he was a staff sergeant, aman not to be messed with. “Keep theloading areaclear. The
trucks need room to maneuver. Park up your ' Dills by the gates.” Parry executed apiercing whistle,
thumb and forefinger clamped between hislips. A bunch of men and women in scruffy COG fatigues
appeared out of nowhere. “ Okay, people, fast asyou can.”

Thiswasthe COG’ s engineering corps, soldiersthat Dom rarely saw, let done spoketo. They didn’t
look like they got three square meals a day, and he was suddenly conscious of how thin and frayed they
were compared to Gears like him. There was, as Hoffman put it, a hierarchy of need even within the
army; frontline first, support second. Dom wondered if they were as resentful of the combat Gears asthe
Stranded were.

He jumped back into the driver’ s seat and reversed the APC against the perimeter fence, nose out for a
quick exit. Marcus jumped down and sood surveying the compound. It reminded Dom of the flight deck
of acarrier; the sappers had a plan, and however chaotic it looked to him, it wastried and tested. The
areagradudly filled with amotley assortment of vehicles, al directed to an exact position and madeto
re-park if they didn’t get it just right.

He could see why now. Theforklifts could barely squeeze into the gaps. Where there weren't forklifts
shifting paleted crates, there were human chains manhandling boxes and sacks. He got out and climbed
onto the hood of the APC with Rojasto get a better view.

“Shit, that’s choreographed,” Rojassaid. “ Awesome.” A massve crane swung polished stedl vats onto
the flatbed of asixteen-wheder. 1 never see these guys. How the hell did they pack dl that stuff ina



couple of days?’

A sapper walked past the APC. “By not deeping,” he said. “How the fuck do you think the city keeps
running when the grubs trash the water mains?’

Y eah, they were resentful. It was a shitty job, invisble and unsung. Dom watched Marcuswalk afew
paces with the sapper, saying something Dom couldn't hear, and took something from his belt pack to
hand to him. Dom could have predicted what he' d do. Therewas aglint of wrapping. Ration bars
weren't just informal currency; they were communication, gpology, encouragement, comradeship,

sympathy—and even guilt.
“Do they want ahand?’ Dom cdled. “ Eight guys here with good pairs of shoulders on them. I’'m counting
Bernieinthat.” She could hear him on thelink, of course. “No offense, Sergeant.”

“No, they say they're okay. The truck crews can take up the dack.” Marcus ambled back and motioned
Dom to get off the hood so he could release Jack. The bot lifted clear of its housing and hovered
patiently, testing its extending arms and waiting for instructions. Marcus pressed his earpiece. “ Ddtato
Control, we're secured at North Gate. How are we doing for time?”’

“Deélta, the last reported Locust incursion was an hour ago. Also receiving reports of subsidence two
klicks east of you.”

“I’'m deploying Jack for arecon. Handing over control to you, Lieutenant.”
“Thank you, Marcus...”

Dom didn’'t say aword, and Rojas didn’t seem to notice the dip into familiarity. Dom caught Marcus' s
eyejust as Hoffman’s APC pulled up and backed up next to them.

“Too much water under the bridge, buddy,” Marcus murmured. “It’ skinder that way.”

For her, or for you? Dom didn’t ask. Hoffman stalked over to Marcus and watched Jack turn in midair
to vanish over the perimeter fence. Thelast section of vehiclesrolled through the gates, with the third
APC bringing up therear.

“The grubs are moving at ten to fifteen meters an hour,” Hoffman said. “ That gives usalot longer than
estimated. But they’ re devious bastards, so we' Il plan for the worst. They can rip up ground alot faster
than that.”

Baird walked into the conversation. “Maybe they’ re tunneling deeper.”
“Y ou got atheory, Corpora ?’

“Yeah, Colond. | have. We re making alot of assumptions about what they’ re doing. Just because
they’ re moving thisway doesn’'t mean thisisthe objective. That’ s usthinking like humans, not like grubs.”

Dom sometimes needed areminder of why Baird was worth the daily food ration of three nice, normal
people. He was actudly an asset. He could fight hard, and he was an exceptional mechanic, but he also
knew plenty about Locust. Cole claimed it was because he’ d dated one once. However he managed it,
Baird had been right about the grubs as often asthe scientists. He was il dliveto proveit.

Hoffman looked him in the eye for along, slent moment. Baird pulled his goggles down again and stared
back.



“Even more reason to get out of herefagt, then,” Hoffman said, and walked off in the direction of Parry,
who was standing on thetailgate of atruck checking off aclipboard. “ Staff, you got a minute?’

Ddta Squad' s norma working day was usualy an uncomplicated one that left dmost no timefor thinking.
Dom was ether waiting to see what might kill him around the next corner, killing something around the
next corner, eating as much as he could stuff down histhroat before the next enemy contact, or faling
adegp from exhaustion so overwhel ming that he seldom woke up without someone shaking him or an
adarm screaming in hisear. He wasn't sure what to do with thisidle moment. Spare time, whenever he
could stedl it, was spent looking for Maria, walking the rubble-strewn streets, talking to Stranded in the
hope they might have seen her.

Ten years. Fuck, ten years. What does she even look like now?
But hewould not give up.

Bernie Mataki had surfaced again fourteen years after E-Day. Dom found himsdlf adding that margin
and giving himsdlf the hope of extratimeto find Maria, because that was how long people could
survive. Fourteen years. Four to go.

But Bernie'sa survival specialist.
Mariawas younger. She wasin her home city. She might have—

Shit, he' d done this bargaining with himself too many times before. He found he was staring down &t his
rifleasit hung onits ding, rubbing hisfingertips dong the points of the chainsaw. Bernie put her hand on
hiswrid.

“Y ou can borrow my nail file, Dom.”
Sometimesit helped to beinterrupted. “Hey, | remembered. Y ou and the damn chicken.”

“| was wondering how long it would take you.” Bernie laughed. “Who was that lad with you, the onel
had to help? Georg something or other.”

“Timiou,” Dom said. “Hewaskilled ayear after Carlos.”

She shook her head sadly. “I don’t know why that still crimps my guts. Chances are that most Gears|
trained or served with are dead now. | just don’t like letting it becomeroutine. If | can shrug it off, it's
likepissng onthar graves.”

Dom caught aglimpse of Marcus, Rojas, and Cole heaving cratesinto asmall armored truck, probably
feding bored and guilty. They looked like another species of human dongside everyone dse. Baird
watched the spectacle, leaning againgt afence. Kaliso was watching Baird asif he was going to stroll
across and ddliver one of hisweird philosophica pronouncements on life, death, and Locust guts. That
couple of secondstold Dom al he needed to know about his squad.

But there was plenty he ill didn’t know about Bernie. “How hard wasit surviving on theroad dl that
time? Or do | get the prize for the most dumb-ass question of the year?”

“Hard,” shesad. “Evenfor me. Evenfor aGear.”
“Inwhat way, exactly?’

“Not knowing who ese was out there. Not having comms. Redlizing how fast humansturn into



shit-houses and rapists and vermin when there’ s nobody around to kick some civilization back into
them.” Bernie flexed her right hand afew times, asif testingit. “But on the plusside, | ate alot of
interesting wildlife”

“Y ou know why I'm asking.”
“Y our wife, yes?’

“Yeah.” He swdlowed hard. “ She got really bad depression after our kids died. | mean bad. Weeks
without spesking, eating. And then when | got back one day, she wasn't there anymore.”

Thelook on Bernie sface said it dl for afraction of a second, but she swalowed it likeapro and
exuded solid confidence. Sergeants were universally good at making you fedl you could do anything.
Even Marcus could do that, even if hedidn’t do it with cheery reassurance.

“Okay, I'll hdpyou look for her,” shesaid. It wasthat smple. “You'll find her.”

Even after ten harrowing years, that lifted Dom’ s spirits like nothing e se. “Thanks” he said. “Carlos
redly rated you. He was never wrong about people. Promise meyou' |l tell me those stories about him.”

Bernie nodded. “Y eah, course | will.”

Shedidn’t seeminclined to tell any right then. Lost for anything eseto say, they helped out loading a
truck. It waslike cross-loading ammo; the sappers made sure every truck had amix of supplies.

“In case welose some vehicles,” one of the corporas explained. “ That way, some of everything gets
through.”

Even Hoffman was getting stuck in, shifting sacks of grain. Cole nudged Dom as he passed. Colonels
didn’t do that stuff.

“Shit, can't ever accuse that guy of sitting on his ass or being too grand to sweet abit...”

But he left Marcusto die. Hisorders. Leave himin the prison, don’t evacuate him.

Dom was 4till waiting for Marcus to mention that.

It wasdl going fine until Anya Stroud’ s voice suddenly boomed in his earpiece and made him jump.

“Control to Delta. I've got visud coming in from Jack—there are drones on the surface, heading in your
direction. | have a Raven inbound to intercept.”

Hoffman cutin. “ Divert it here, Lieutenant. Pick usup and we' |l engage them.”
“Yes, Colond. Fiveto six minutes. Stand by.”

Hoffman seemed to come dive, like he suddenly remembered who he' d been a Aspho Point. 1t took
years off him. “Rojas—you stay with the APCs. We Il need those mobile. Therest of you—with me.”

Histone was dmost kindly—by Hoffman standards, anyway. Dom'’ simmediate thought was that he just
didn’'t want an inexperienced kid with him, but then another thought crossed his mind. Maybe he thought
the Rojas family had dready |ost enough sons.

Shit, I'm dill finding | don’t know anybody like | thought.



The man could be scrupuloudy fair. And that made his attitude to Marcus dl the harder to fathom.

KING RAVEN A-108, TWO KILOMETERSEAST OF NORTH GATE.

“Colond,” said the crew chief, leaning on the door gun, “we can put you right on the ground. All part of
the service”

Hoffman checked hisrifle. “No need to expose yourself to unnecessary fire, Barber. Just stand by to
extract us”

Hoffman didn’t get to use aLancer half as often as he needed to. He knew that the Gears were staring at
him, probably thinking he was a sad old bastard trying to prove that he could till hack it like the younger

quys

Maybe only Mataki actualy understood what it was al about. A smilar compulsion had brought her
halfway across Sera. When you knew there was more life behind you than ahead of you—not the
possibility of death in combat, but the imminent certainty of final decay, no dedl to be struck with
fate—things|ooked different.

“Sir, are you sure about this?” The pilot, Sorotki, joined in. He obvioudy didn’t want adead colondl on
hiswatch. “ Redly?’

“What'sthe matter, worried that humankind findly evolved something crazier than a Raven jockey?’

Sorotki twisted in his seet asfar as he could. The cabin was solid with Gears, atight fit for seven men,
even if one of them was awoman. Hoffman could just about see the crown of Sorotki’s helmet.

“That'snot biologicaly possible, sr,” Sorotki said, and dipped the Raven sharply below the roofline.

Hefollowed what had once been the line of the main road south to the coast, skimming the stumps of
office blocks, and dropped to five metersto fly between the buildingsfor awhile. It wasn't dways easy
to spot Locust from the air; Control was relying on Jack to recon the areaand transmit back coordinates,
but even that wasn't fool proof. The small bot could only cover so much ground. If it got too closg, it was
asmuch at risk asflesh and blood of attracting a stream of fire, and it wasimpossible to replace the
machines now. Hoffman could remember atime when those flying buckets of bolts came by the
crateload. COG technology was now diding backward in time.

“Colond, you think we ve seen the turning point?’ Barber asked. “ The Stranded seem to think so.
They’relikerats. They sense stuff long before we can. And we' re not seeing grubsin anything like the
numbers we' re used to.”

Hoffman longed to say something hopeful for achange, but couldn’t. “I’ ve been asked that alot inthe
last few days. And my answer’ still thesame. | don’t know. | thought the Pendulum Warswould be
over when we got the Hammer of Dawn technology, but it went on for another couple of years and
another God knows how many casudties.”

“Thirty thousand,” Kdiso said quietly. He had his Lancer resting stock-down on the deck, muzzle held
two-handed, like an honor guard at afunerd. “ Thirty thousand, five hundred, and ten.”

Nobody asked him why he could quote that number so easily, but Hoffman felt he should have known it
too. He glanced around the crew cabin, wondering again what the hell was going on in Fenix’s heed. It



wasn't just that the man didn’t say much. It was his eyes. They were unsettling, even predatory, but not
angry. That waswhat baffled Hoffman.

Hewas gtill expecting aknifeintheribs.

If 1I’d spent four yearsin that shit-hole of a prison, and some bastard had | eft me locked there with
hot and cold running grubs for company, I’d be looking to insert something sharp. Damn right |
would.

The court martid in the House of Sovereigns had spent days hearing how and why Fenix had abandoned
his post to help hisfather. Hoffman had sat through it al; Fenix, adamn war hero, decorated with the
highest honors, ignoring his orders and ultimately costing lives. Hoffman till didn’t have an explanation.
Reasons given were not the why he waslooking for.

Fenix just looked away from him, not atrace of emotion visible, and seemed more interested in Kaiso's
impressive but nonregulation lip piercings. Cole was studying them thoughtfully aswell, with the frank
gaze of akid.

“Doesdl that metal shit make it hard to get women?’ Cole asked at last. “1 mean, no lady wants her
mouth stapled shut, right?”

Everyone laughed, and Hoffman wished for amoment that he was till part of that camaraderie. It formed
ingtantly. It held armies together adamn sght more effectively than any flag.

“Hey, Ta.” Bernie hed out her hand, pam open. “Let me borrow those things. | want to pin Baird’sgob
shut so we can dl get somefrigging peace...”

“Why ain’'t you got face tattoos, Bernie?’ Cole asked.

“Different idand.” She seemed to belooking at Santiago’ sright bicep. He had hiswife' s name tattooed
there. Hoffman had never thought of immortaizing Margaret that way, and now he never would.
“Different culture”

“Y ou wouldn’'t be ableto read ' em through the wrinkles,” Baird sneered.
“And you won't be able to sit down for my boot up your arse, Blondie.”

“Contact dead ahead, visud, five hundred meters,” Sorotki said. “ Group of grubs, maybe ten or more,
moving west toward us.”

The Locust would know they were coming, too. “ Just set us down here and stand off,” said Hoffman.

The Raven couldn’t land because of the uneven rubble filling the road, but Sorotki held it a meter above
the debris so the Gears could jump clear.

“You're crazy doing this,” Fenix muttered as he landed with athud next to Hoffman.

Hoffman rapped hisknuckles againg his chest with ahollow thunk. “I’ ve got plates, Sergeant.”
“I’d hate to have to do the paperwork if you didn’t make it.”

Fenix probably meant exactly that. It wasn't code for caring.

They formed an extended line to walk down the street, picking their way over falen columnsand
shattered glass dulled by years of dirt. On aleft turn from here, somewhere ahead, there was amilitary



cemetery. Hoffman didn’t want to see the state that wasin these days, because he didn’t need to hate the
Locust any more than he already did. It was hard to recogni ze the area except for afew rusted wrought
iron bal conies that had once been elegant and covered in flowering plants. Most hung at an angle by a
singlebar, threatening to fal. Only one il clung grimly to the remaining brickwork.

Hoffman cupped his hand to one ear, the Signd to freeze and listen. Rubble rattled and skidded as if
being kicked ahead. The grubs couldn’t tunnd here. They’ d lost the element of surprise. He could il
hear thelow-leve voicetraffic in hisearpiece.

Yeah, why am | doing this?

Because there was no aging gracefully in the new world order. Whatever Prescott said, the definition of
what was civilized had shifted. Y ou were useful, or you were dead.

Delta Squad melted into acoves and dropped behind solid cover. Hoffman knelt on one knee beside
Bernie. She kept putting anervous finger on the chainsaw switch asif shedidn’t trust it to work. Fenix
squatted on the other side of her, asif he didn’t want Hoffman muscling in on histeam.

“Y ou haven't dropped agrub at close quarters before, have you?’ Fenix whispered to her.
“Anything under six hundred metersis CQB for me.”
“Trust me, closeis more satisfying.”

Hoffman thought it was Fenix’ s equivalent of reassuring banter for amoment, but the set of hisjaw said
otherwise. Thiswasn't norma soldiering. Thiswas persona vengeance.

Then thefirg three grubs cameinto view.
“Ming” sad Fenix.

But there were more than three. There were more than ten. There was awhole shitload of them, amost
on top of the squad now, just meters away. Hoffman counted at |east twenty. He sighted up from the
cover of ashattered wall.

And it felt good. He was scared and his heart was pounding, but he felt alive for thefirst timein ages.
“Let’sruinther day,” he growled, and opened fire.

Thefirg five grubs went down like bricks, and then the rest were suddenly, instantly, overwhemingly in
Hoffman’ s path, hideoudy distorted gray parodies of faces freeze-framed in the bright light of muzzle
flash, seeming silent in the deafening wall of noise. He emptied one clip and dropped back to reload as
Baird poured fire from adoorway. Hoffman couldn’t see Fenix or Cole when he turned back again, but
Kaliso vaulted clear over apile of rubble, firing as he landed, then brought his chainsaw downina
practiced arc as he cannoned into the Locust drone. Both fell, Kaliso on top, with his chainsaw
embedded a an angle across the grub’ s sternum and its motor screaming. No; it was him making the
noise, him screaming rage into the grub’ sface as he cut it gpart.

Bernie was halfway down the road now, moving from cover to cover, keeping up asolid wall of fire. It
couldn’t have taken long. Part of Hoffman's brain somehow said the clips don't last that long, thisis
only seconds, but it was like aseries of vivid, detailed images, unconnected as picturesin agdlery, light
and noise and stench. By then he was aware of running into the melee, aware of roundsrattling like hail
onthewals, aware of the fact that he might have been hit but feding absolutely nothing. A grub dropped
infront of him with its head gaping open, but he paused to use the bayonet anyway.



Hoffman didn’t have conscious control now. Thiswas the familiar possession of prima hormones, il
shocking and exhilarating and awful every time. Hisbody said leave it to me.

Hedid.

Suddenly adronewasright in front of him and Fenix was behind it. Fenix just grabbed it around the neck
and spun it around with him, using it to shidd himself from fire. Theimpact of the rounds set him back a
few steps, but he fired around the dying grub and took out its buddy, too. Cole, face and armor shiny
with blood—not his, surely not his own—grabbed Fenix’s arm as the dead grub did to the ground.

“Welost acouple of them,” Coleydled. “I hateleavin’ ajob half done. Just going to finish the
paperwork...”

Hoffman cameto ahdlt. It fdt asif the road and buildings were moving around him. Baird and Dom
jogged around the rubble, kicking over grub bodies and firing bursts occasondly to make sure they were
finished.

Baird sounded persondly offended. “Die, you bastard,” he kept saying. “1 want to roster out. Just
friggingwdl die.”

Job done.

It was only then that Hoffman glanced down and found his pants leg and boot were wet and peppered
with holes. It pissed him off. Not because of the pain—he d fed it later, back at the base—but because
even acolone had to jump through hoops these daysto get new kit issued.

He activated hisradio to call the Raven, pausing to try to get this breath. Shit, he needed to be fitter than
this. But suddenly he couldn’t see Bernie.

“Where' sMataki?’ he panted. There couldn’t be that many places to lose agoddamn Gear in a deserted
road likethis. “Wherethe hell isMataki?’



