CHAPTER ONE

The war was over.
The nightmares weren’t.
Marine Sergeant Foster “Whist” Cray didn’t mind the dreams so
much. Hell, he’d survived five straight years of living nightmares
while he was deployed. He ought to be used to fear and panic by now.
What got him about the damn things was the monotony.
The war had been hell on wheels, but at least it had offered
occasional changes of scenery. His platoon had been deployed to
desert, jungle, forest, grassland, city—they weren’t so much cities
as they were heaps of shattered masonry and twisted pipe by the
time his platoon got there, but it still counted—and once even on
a beach.
The enemy had been pretty diverse, too. He’d blasted away at
zerglings, hydralisks, ravagers, and all the rest of the umpty-ump
hell-spawned varieties of zerg. Sometimes the overlord or queen
or whoever was running that particular assault sent in the nastier

10

TIMOTHY ZAHN

monsters, at which point the marines would grab some dirt while
a viking or a Thor waded in to deal with them.
But even new enemies meant something different to look at.
He’d seen a few protoss, too, usually on the far side of the battlefield
where they weren’t doing the Dominion forces a whole lot of good.
Once or twice he’d even ended up taking a potshot at one of them
when the big alien had been careless enough to get in the way.
But the nightmares were all annoyingly the same.
It was always zerglings and hydralisks. It was always him and
Jesse and Lena, standing shoulder to shoulder against the onslaught.
And his damn C-14 gauss rifle never worked.
It fired just fine. It barked out the usual thud and mule-kicked
against his combat suit’s shoulder just like it was supposed to. But
instead of the 8mm spikes blazing toward the charging monsters
at hypersonic speeds, they just blooped out in a pathetic little arc
that nose-dived them into the dirt a couple of meters in front of
him. He would fire again and again, not accomplishing a damn
thing except to make a collection of spikes in the ground. The zerg
kept coming, and they were just opening their jaws for lunch
when he woke up in a cold sweat.
He never knew what happened to Jesse and Lena. He often
wondered if they survived the dream.
Probably not. They hadn’t survived the war. No reason they
should survive the dream, either.
Afterward he usually just lay alone in the dark, listening to his
heart thudding as he waited to fall asleep again. Sometimes he
slipped out of his room in the marines’ new barracks in Augustgrad
and took a cup of coffee up to the roof to clear his head in the cold
night air.
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But today was special. Today was the sixth anniversary of the
end of the war, or at least his part of it. Today the nightmare, and
the reminder of the sacrifices of Jesse and Lena and all the others,
called for something more.
Usually the roof was deserted, because sane people who weren’t
on night duty were in bed at this hour. Tonight, though, someone
else was already topside when Whist arrived. The man was short
and thin and hunched over a little, leaning his elbows on the low
parapet and gazing toward the outskirts of the city. “About time,”
he called as Whist stepped out of the stairway.
Hastily, Whist lowered the bottle he’d liberated from the
Noncommissioned Officers’ Club, hiding it behind his leg. Hard
liquor wasn’t supposed to be consumed outside the club’s
controlled environment. “Excuse me?” he called back.
The other man half turned, and in the reflected light from the
central part of the city behind him Whist could see the all-toofamiliar fusion of physical youth and crushing psychological age.
A war vet, for sure. “Sorry,” the kid said. “I thought you were
someone else.” He beckoned. “Come on—join the crowd. I see
you brought the refreshments.”
Whist wrinkled his nose. So much for keeping the bottle hidden.
For a second he thought about turning around and making a run
for it before he could be identified, then decided he really didn’t give
a damn. “You’ve got a whacked idea of good places to meet people,”
he commented, starting across the uneven roofing material.
“I’m here for the view, not the ambience,” the other said,
gesturing over the edge of the roof behind him. “A buddy and I
were going to watch a night training session. He must have slept
through his alarm.”
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Whist frowned past his shoulder. In the distance, above one
of the collections of rubble that had once been a suburb, he
could see ten muted glows buzzing around like unhappy hornets.
“What are those?”
“What do you think?” the kid countered with a snort. “Who
else except reapers gets dragged out for training in the middle of
the night these days?”
“I thought reapers mostly just kangarooed over hills and off
cliffs,” Whist said. “When did they start zooming around in circles?”
“Oh, they used to do that all the time,” the kid said. “When the
reaper program started, they were given fully flight-capable jetpacks.”
“Sounds like fun.”
“I’m sure it was,” the kid said. “Trouble was, the new recruits
also had a tendency to crash. A lot.”
“I heard the packs used to explode, too.”
“More often than anyone liked,” the kid conceded. “Anyway,
after the war ended and they suddenly had enough time for
proper training, they started phasing in the old equipment
design, keeping some of the standard units the same while
putting others in the new, improved packs and taking them back
to the original mission statement.”
“Minus the random explosions?”
“So we hope, yes.”
“Well, floating around certainly makes them better targets,”
Whist commented, choosing his words carefully. We, the kid had
said. So he was a reaper, too? Terrific.
Because if marines were the best of the best, reapers were the
worst of the worst. Literally.
Or at least they used to be. During the war, under the reign of
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Emperor Arcturus Mengsk, the whole corps had supposedly been
made up of hardened criminals whose antisocial tendencies
couldn’t be brain-panned away, and who had opted for crazy-ass
military duty as an alternative to prison or worse. Marines might
like the way reapers could swoop down out of nowhere onto a
zerg attack front, but no one really trusted them.
The new emperor, Arcturus’s son, Valerian, was purportedly
changing all that. Personally, Whist would believe it when he
saw it.
“Spoken like someone who’s been one of those targets.” The kid
offered his hand. “Lieutenant Dennis Halkman, 122nd Reapers.”
“Yes, sir,” Whist said, stiffening to attention and throwing a
salute. A reaper and an officer. This just got better and better.
And if Halkman had been in the 122nd, he’d almost certainly
been in the war. Possibly for years.
Which made him a definite anomaly. Typical service lifetime
for a reaper was six months. “Sergeant Foster Cray, 934th Marines,”
Whist continued, identifying himself.
“Nice to meet you, Sergeant,” the kid said, making no effort to
lower his hand or return the salute. “And I should have mentioned
that’s former lieutenant. I’ve been rotated into the reserves, and
you probably hate officers anyway, so let’s skip the sirs and saluting,
okay? And call me Dizz.”
“Yes, sir,” Whist said, frowning. Definitely not the kind of
officer interaction he was used to.
Of course, Dizz would have an entire pre-reaper criminal skill
set tucked away. Maybe this folksy, aw-shucks approach to new
people was something he’d developed to put them at their ease.
Maybe he’d been a con man? “And you can call me Whist,” he
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added, taking Dizz’s hand and shaking it. Dizz had a good, strong
grip, the kind that dripped confidence and trustworthiness.
Definitely would fit a con man persona.
Then again, it would fit a lot of other criminal types, too, up to
and including serial murderers.
Did the reapers accept serial murderers?
“Much better,” Dizz said approvingly, a frown creasing his
forehead. He was probably wondering if Whist was speculating
about his past sins, a conversation Whist had no intention of
getting into. Certainly not on a deserted rooftop when he wasn’t
even wearing his sidearm.
So, okay. The minute Dizz started steering the conversation
that direction, Whist would make an excuse and head back to
his quarters—
“The 934th, you say,” Dizz continued. “Were you the unit sent
to clean the zerg out of the Northwoods Forest on New Sydney?”
Whist blinked, disengaging his brain from his mental
gymnastics. The Northwoods Forest . . . “We were there, yeah,” he
confirmed. “You were the reaper unit, right?”
“Oh, yeah, that was us,” Dizz said, grinning suddenly. “So I’m
guessing you had a front-row seat when Boff brushed one of the
trees, bounced sideways, and nearly cannonballed into one of
your guys?”
Whist snorted. “Front-row seat, hell,” he said. There were few
enough reasons to smile in battle, but that incident had been one
such rare gem. “I was maybe three marines to his left when your
boy started his pinwheel act. For a second I thought he was
coming straight at me.”
“The way he was flying, probably everyone in the unit thought
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that,” Dizz said. “I remember being impressed as hell that none of
you hit the dirt or even flinched.”
“Trust me, we were flinching inside,” Whist said. “Just wasn’t
time to actually do anything.”
“Except swear,” Dizz said. “That marine he tried to flatten—
what was his name again?”
“Grounder.”
“Right. I think Grounder swore for three minutes straight
without ever repeating himself.”
“I don’t doubt it,” Whist said. “I was too busy with a pair of
zerglings right after that to pay much attention. But if you wanted
an applied history of terran vulgar language, Grounder was your
man. Never knew anyone with that depth of vocabulary.”
“Well, he sure impressed us,” Dizz said. “Though probably
less about the language than about the fact he kept Boff
speechless that long.”
“I think he got in a sorry, mate once when Grounder stopped
for breath,” Whist offered. “But that was about it.”
“Made for an interesting day, all right,” Dizz said. “That, plus
the fact we won.”
Whist hissed between his teeth, the brief glow of humor from
that day fading away into the rest of the bad memories. Yes, they’d
won. But at a hell of a cost. “Yeah,” he said. “What happened to
Boff? Did he make it?”
“He made it through that particular battle, anyway,” Dizz said.
“He was transferred right afterward, and I never heard what
happened to him. How about Grounder?”
“He lasted three more battles,” Whist said, looking away.
“Bought it in the fourth.”
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“Oh. Sorry.”
“Yeah,” Whist said. “Not like he was the only one.”
“Not by a long shot,” Dizz said grimly. “How do you think I got
promoted to lieutenant this young?”
“Usually it’s for ability or courage.”
“Maybe that’s how it is with the marines,” Dizz said. “With
reapers, it’s for whoever lives the longest. Sort of a reverse
consolation prize.” He sighed. “Actually, I kind of hope Boff didn’t
make it. The guy was a three-time murderer. Hell of a debt to
society to have to pay off.”
“Yeah,” Whist said through suddenly stiff lips. For a minute
there he’d forgotten who he was talking to. “I suppose that kind of
background might come in handy when you’re shooting at zerg.”
“Not as much as you’d think,” Dizz said, turning to look over
his shoulder at the reaper exercise still going on in the distance.
“That’s why they’re trying to bring in a whole new crop of kinder
and gentler . . . damn.”
“What?” Whist asked, focusing on the floating lights. Nothing
seemed different.
“They’re greening,” Dizz bit out. “Damn stupid—you got your
comm?”
“Yeah,” Whist said, popping it off his belt and holding it out.
“You want Reaper Sergeant Stilson Blumquist,” Dizz said,
making no move to take the device. “When he comes on, tell him
his two southern flankers are greening.”
“Okay,” Whist said, punching for the base comm nexus and
wondering what the hell greening was. The computer responded,
and he fed in Blumquist’s name. “Shouldn’t you be the one
to tell—?”
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“Sergeant Blumquist,” a terse voice snapped from the comm.
“Who the hell is this?”
Again, Whist started to offer Dizz the comm. Again, Dizz
waved it away. “I’ve been instructed to inform you that your two
southern flankers are greening,” Whist said.
“Really,” Blumquist said. “And you’d know this how?”
“Because I can see them,” Whist growled. “Just fix it, okay?”
He keyed off. “What the hell is greening?” he asked Dizz.
“Jealousy or envy,” Dizz said, still focused on the distant lights.
“In this case, a pair of hotdoggers trying to outdo each other with
fancy and stupid maneuvers. Oh, and here they come.”
Whist felt his eyes widen. “Here they come?”
“At least Blumquist knows how to do a needle search,” Dizz
commented. “You told him you could see him, and he pinpointed
you. So not a complete incompetent.”
“Good to know,” Whist ground out. The lights were definitely
on the move now, and definitely moving in their direction.
“Should we, uh, make ourselves scarce?”
“Well, I should,” Dizz said, brushing past Whist. “Oh, and I’ll
take this,” he added, plucking the bottle deftly from Whist’s hand.
Very deftly, in fact. Did that imply the man had been a pickpocket?
“Don’t worry—you’ll be fine,” Dizz added over his shoulder as
he strode swiftly toward the door. “Just tell him he can’t talk to
you that way.”
Whist stared at the kid’s back as he reached the door, his
muscles tensed in fight-or-flight knots. Whatever was going on
here, it had zero to do with him. The smart move would be to
follow Dizz into the building, return to his bunk, and forget all
this had happened.
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But for the second time that evening, he suddenly decided he
didn’t give a damn. He’d done nothing wrong—for a change—and
there was no way in the world he was going to run. And sidearm
or no sidearm, if a bunch of wannabe reapers felt like making
trouble, he would show them the marine definition of the word.
Ten seconds later they arrived.
Their technique was a little chaotic, he noted as they dropped
out of the sky around him. Their timing was off, and a good half
of them couldn’t even stick their landings. But the encirclement
itself was competent enough, and a lot of the sloppiness was
probably just basic inexperience.
There was only one of the group who showed as even halfway
competent. Whist made sure he was facing that one when he
pounded onto the roof. “Sergeant Blumquist,” he greeted the
reaper. “Nice night for a flight.”
“Can it, fekk-head,” Blumquist spat, taking a long stride
forward.
Evidently, he expected Whist to fall back as he approached.
Whist didn’t, forcing Blumquist to come to a hasty, awkward,
and—to Whist, at least—rather comical stop.
Which did nothing to help the other’s mood. “I want your
name, rank, and what the hell you’re doing up here,” Blumquist
snarled as he regained his balance. “After that you can report to
the brig downstairs while I work up the charges against you.”
Whist blinked. Charges? “Since when is standing on a roof a
chargeable offense?”
“When it interferes with a night exercise,” Blumquist said.
“Since when does a stupid jarbrain have any idea what reapers
do anyway?”
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“I’ve seen plenty of competent reapers.” Whist waved a hand at
the ring of trainees around him. “These aren’t them.” He cocked
his head. “And then there was the greening.”
Blumquist’s eyes narrowed. “Who the bloody hell are you to
call down my squad?” he demanded, taking another step forward.
And in the lower edge of his vision, Whist saw the reaper’s
hands ball into fists.
Deliberately, Whist kept his own hands loose. At ten-to-one
odds, the last thing he could afford was to let Blumquist goad
him into throwing the first punch, or even looking like he was
about to do so.
The problem was that with these odds, not taking out one or
two of them right at the start pretty much guaranteed he would
quickly be on the wrong end of a dogpile.
But he had no choice. He hadn’t given Blumquist his name, but
reaper heads-up goggles had a record feature, and all ten of them
undoubtedly had his face by now. Even if Whist won the brawl,
the entire marine food chain would quickly make its own dogpile.
The only way he was going to get out of here was to let Blumquist
attack first, and hope he could survive until the squad got tired of
beating on him—
“Ten-hut!”
Blumquist spun around toward the rooftop door, stumbling a
little as the weight of his jump pack threw his balance off. Striding
toward them was Dizz, a dark expression on his face, a set of
lieutenant’s bars glittering on his collar.
Bars, Whist noted, that hadn’t been there before. “Lieutenant
Halkman, 122nd Reapers,” Dizz announced tersely. “What the
hell’s going on here, Sergeant?”
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“I—” Blumquist floundered for a second. “This man interfered
in our exercise, sir,” he managed, gesturing back to Whist. “He
also refused to give his name—”
“He interfered?” Dizz cut in. “He interfered? From here?”
“He—he commed while I was trying to run a drill,” Blumquist
said. “Argued about my technique. Distracted me while—”
“If all it takes is a comm call to distract you, Sergeant, you have
no business in the field,” Dizz again cut in. “Was his criticism valid?”
“It—” Blumquist glanced sideways toward one of his troops. “It
might have been, sir, yes.”
“Then take it, act on it, and resolve it,” Dizz said. “And get your
butts back in the air. Now.”
Blumquist stiffened to attention. “Yes, sir. Squad, return to
training locus. By numbers: execute.”
In pairs, the trainees lifted off from the roof and headed back
toward the patch of sky they’d been working earlier. Blumquist
was the last to leave, still at attention as he lifted.
“Well, that was a lot of nothing,” Whist commented as they
watched the trainees drive away into the night.
“Don’t you believe it,” Dizz said grimly. “Once he realized he
didn’t have a leg to stand on, his only way to get out without
looking foolish was to goad you into attacking him.”
“Yeah, I got that,” Whist said. “Thanks for coming back, by
the way.”
“Oh, that was always the plan,” Dizz assured him. “I know
Blumquist. I just wanted to wait until he’d dug himself in too deep
to get out before cutting him off at the knees.”
“To make him look foolish?”
“To make him look incompetent,” Dizz said, an edge of
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bitterness in his voice. “I saw way too many good men and women
die because of sergeants and lieutenants who charged in without
thinking or observing. If we’re lucky, idiots like Blumquist will
have been put on desk duty by the time the next war starts.”
“If there is one.”
“There will be,” Dizz said tiredly. “There always is.” He nodded
back behind him. “I left your bottle inside the door. I gather you
were going to drink to Grounder?”
“To him and everyone else,” Whist said. In all the excitement,
he’d almost forgotten about the bottle.
“Let’s go get it,” Dizz said, gesturing toward the door. “And then
head down to the Officers’ Club. It’s warmer, and they’ve got some
nice couches. Perfect place to tie one on.”
“I thought all the clubs were closed.”
“Do I look like I care?”
“Not really,” Whist admitted. So did expertise at getting past
locks mean Dizz had been a robbery or breaking-and-entering
specialist? “I’m game if you are.”
“Good.” Dizz grinned. “And who knows? You’re obviously
wondering what I did that landed me in the reapers. Get me drunk
enough, maybe I’ll tell you.”
“Well, then, let’s get started,” Whist said, inclining his head.
“After you. Sir.”
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