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Beforethe Beginning

Kefiristan is about as close as you can cometo hell on Earth.

| say that with authority: I’ ve spent the last eighteen months doing atour here, trying to keep the Kfiri
Peopl€ s Liberation Army, who call themsdvesthe* Scythe of Glory,” from the throats of the rightist
Khoradtisti, who have the backing of Azeri transplants from the south (who want to keep their enclaves),
who arefighting a*“dirty war” against Communist Cuban and Peruvian meres. . . Jeez, you get the
picture. It' sasnarled skein of amillion bloody threads up here on the top of the world, in the northern
extension of the Karakoram range, between Afghanistan and Samarkand, Uzbekistan.

We d just punched through the craggy pass pleasantly known asthe “torn hymen” in the local tongue
and come acrossthe small, Mudim city of pik Nizganij, perched on amountain peak of 2200 meters.

| stared in horror. Even eighteen months of picking up after the Scythe of Glory and their Shining Path
buddies didn’t prepare me for what was | eft of pik Nizganij.

It was aBosch canvas, severed limbs and hollowed-out trunks—eaten out by animals, |
prayed—planted through the fields like stalks of corn, blood painting doors and wallslike the first
Passover... except it was human blood, not lamb’ s blood.

Corpora Flynn Taggart, Fox Company, 15" Light Drop Infantry Regiment, United StatesMarine
Corps, 888-23-9912. Everyone cals me Fly, except when they’ re pissed.

Fox crept through the town, hell-shocked, trying without much success to count body parts and make
areasonable K1A guess. Fog or an evil cloud rolled across the mountaintop, shrouding the sprightly red
decoration and muffling our footsteps. It was like we walked dong a cotton corridor, tripping over
gruesome remindersthat war, especidly the virulent hatred of one tribe for another, throws men back
into pre-bronze, pre-agricultural savagery. | wondered how many victimswerekilled by thevictors bare
hands.

Something moved inthemis.

A shadow, ashape; nothing more. Gunnery Sergeant

Goforth froze uswith adight hiss... Fox isdamn-wdll trained, even for the Light Drop.

Gates stopped next to me; he touched my arm, slently pointing to left and right. | saw immediately;
whatever the shapes were, they surrounded us from eight o’ clock to four o’ clock... we might be able to
retreat, but we couldn’t flank.

| watched the gunny; Arlene Sanders was whispering something in his ear. She was our scout, the
lightest of the Light Drop. PFC Sanders could fade into the night so not even awerewolf could sniff her
out. My best buddy.

She might have been more; once, we had—no; we were buddies. We didn’t talk about that night.
Anyway, she had Dodd, and | don’t separate bookends.

Arlene backed away, backed past me, throwing me awink as she vanished. Shewould swingina
wide arc, ease around behind the still-moving shades, and report back to the lieutenant and Gunny
Goforth viaasecured line. I d find out soon enough.

| hadn’t moved, and neither had the rest of us; | could barely hear Bill breathing next to me and
couldn’'t hear Dodd or Shelll at all. If we were lucky, maybe the dinks wouldn’t even know we were
here; they’d just pad right on by.

Then Lieutenant Bedzebub came running up, demanding, “What the hell isgoing on?” in his normd
Speaking voice, anirritating whine.

The lieutenant’ s name was Weems, actudly. | just cal him Bedlzebub because he' safat, sweety
heathen aways surrounded by aswarm of gnats. They like the taste of his perspiration.

The dinks froze as suddenly as we had; no longer moving, they vanished into the swirling gray. We
had just lost whatever surprise we had, lost our best chance to get out of this encounter without a shot
fired... and dl because a buffoon who had been afirgt lieutenant for three years now couldn’t figure out it
wasaMedusadrill!

One of them moved; then another. They moved singly, here and there, and we no longer had aclue



where the mass of them was.

Weems began to panic; we'd al seen it before. “ Aren’t we going to take them out?’ he asked
Goforth, who wasfranticaly putting hisfinger to hislips. “ Somebody should take them out. *

Goforth put his hand to his ear; he was listening to Arlene sreport, trying to stifle the lieutenant with
his other hand.

But Weems saw aghost to hisleft, a specter to hisright. We were surrounded! In Weems s mind—I
use the term loosdy—they were Indians, we were the 7" Cav, and he was Cugter.

“The lieutenant isn't going to stand for this!” snapped the lieutenant. “ Goforth, take out those
Oldiers”

The gunny broke hisown drill. “Sir, we don’t even know who they are... Sanders saysthey’re
wearing robes and hoods—"

“Scythe of Glory!” said Weems, again raising hisvoice.

“No gr, just robed men—"

“Gunny, | gave you an order... now take down those men!”

Arleneflashed past me again. “What the hell’ sgoing on?” she hissed.

“Weems wants us to take ‘em down. *

“Fly, they’ re monks! Y ou gotta stop the crazy son of abitch!”

| was the second-ranking non-com; Goforth would listen to me, | thought. | hunched over and jogged
to the gunnery sergeant. “ Gunny, Arlene saysthey’ re monks.”

“Taggart, right?’ said Weems, asif bumping into me at an oyster-shucking party.

“Sir, they'rejust monks.

“Do you know that for sure? Does anyone know that for sure?’

“Sanderssaid—"’

“Sanders said! Sanders said! Does Sanders have to dedl with Colond Brinkle every week?’

“Sir,” began the gunny, “I think we should recon the group before we open fire.”

Weemslooked himin theface, shaking in fury. “Aslong asI’m giving the orders here, Marine, you'll
obey them. Now take down those men!”

Monks. Freskin’ monks!

| snapped. Maybe it was the bodies, or the body parts.

Themountain air, thin oxygen. A gutful of Weems, Arlene sfrightened, incredulous sare, the way
Goforth’sjaw set and he turned to give the order—a twenty-year man, he wasn’t going to throw it away
over abunch of lousy religious dinks.

But suddenly, it occurred to methat if Weemswere lying facedown in the deep muddy, he wouldn’t
be giving no orders. Then we could | et the damned monks disappear, and nobody would be the loser.

“Scuseme, Sr,” | said, tapping the looie on the shoulder.

He turned, and | Georged him. Full-body swing; came out of Orlando, where | grew up. Picked up
speed over Parris Idand, hooked in at Kefiristan, and turned off the lights of Mr. Lieutenant Weemsin
pik Nizganij.

Alas, they only flickered. Power was restored. The dork didn’t have aglass jaw; haveto give him
thet.

Weems sprawled messily in the mud, and a couple of the boyswere on me like monkeys on atree.
Weems flopped for abit like agiant spider, then he found his hands and knees. He glared at mefor a
moment, an evil smile cracking hisface. “Later,” he said. Then heturned back to Goforth. “That don't
mean crap, gunnery sergeant; now take down those men—or are you going to frag me, instead?’

Goforth looked at me, looked at Weems, looked at the ground. Then he clicked hisM-92to
rock'n’roll and quietly said, “ Fox—take down those men.”

| closed my eyes, listening to powder hiss, bullets crack, the meta clang of receivers damming back
and home. The screams of the dying. The shouts of the victors. | smelled the smoke from the smokeless
power, the primer, fresh blood.

I'minhdl, | remember thinking; I'min hell.

We mopped up the enemy troopsin record time.



Strange thing; none of them shot back. Fact, no wegpons were found... just fifty-three men ranging
from pre-teen to seventy or eighty, wearing brown robes and hoods, shaved heads, a couple carrying
prayer sticks.

The boyswouldn’t get off my back. Weemswouldn’t even walk around where | could see him, the
murdering bastard, while he formally charged me and | opted for aformal court-martia instead of
Captain’'sMast.

Jesus and Mary, somebody should put abullet in hisbrain. | could taste thetrigger. | didn’t know
how | was ever going to be shriveniif | couldn’t fed remorse.
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| didn’t miss Earth, but | sure ashell hated Mars. Sitting in adingy mess hall on Phobos, one of the
two, tiny Martian moons, seemed like anice compromise.

Ordinarily, the C.O., Mgor Boyd, would have handed me over to the jaggiesfor trid; but the day
after Weems gave thefateful order that bought him amouthful of fist from Y ours Truly, the 15" received
ordersto answer adistress call from Phobos. Fox Company was due to rotate back to the world
anyway; Boyd decided to mail usto Mars.

They poured me onto the trangport along with the rest of Fox; plenty of timeto fry my butt after we
figured out what the hell the UAC miners were squawking about thistime.

The Corps, the Corps, al glory to the Corps! | don't think you know what the Marine Corpstruly
meansto me. It has abit to do with my father; no, he was not aMarine, God no. Maybe something to do
with growing up in Orlando, Florida, and Los Angeles, seeing first the ersatz “ Hollywood Boulevard” of
Universal Studios Eadt, then the even phonier real thing out west. Glitter and tinsel. . . but what was red?

Everything in my life rang as hollow asthe boulevard until 1 found my corein the Corps.

Honor was't just something you did to credit cards. A lie wasn't called spin control, and spin was
something you only put on acue bal. Y eah, right, you think you know more about it than 1?1 know it
wasdl BS, evenin the Corps. | know the service was riddled up and down with lying sacks of dung, like
everything ese. “Thereisno cause so nobleit will not attract fuggheads,” one of those sci-fi writers
Arleneisaways shoving a me, David Niven or something.

But God damn it, at least we say the word honor without laughing. At least we have acode—"1 will
not lie, chest, or sted, nor tolerate those among us who do”—even if individuas don’t wayslive up to
it. At least it' sthere to reach for, evenif our grasp fdlsfar short. At least decency hasalegd definition,
right therein the Universal Code of Military Justice! At least respect means more than leaving the other
guy’ sgraffiti done. At least we do more crap by six A.M. than most of you civiliansdo al day. At least
the Corpsisthe Corps, semper fiddis—damn it, we know who we are and why we are! Do you?

Arlene never saw it theway | did; hell, no onedid. | wasamajority of one.

But you can't understand me unless you understand this much: thereis aplace in the world where
decent men walk the streets, where water flows uphill, where miracles happen behind enemy linesand
without air support, and where aguy (boy or girl) will sland on thewall that divides you people from the
barbarians at the gate, take a bullet, and shoot back at the son of a bitch what fired it.

Unlessyou' ve been there, you'll never know. | want to take you there.

Thelong trip to Marswas dull, and the little voice in the back of my head had plenty of timeto ask
whether | would do anything different if given the chance. | had to honestly answer no.

Funny thing is, | aways hoped I’d go to space oneday . . . but not likethis. My ideawasto beon a
deep-space exploratory ship, pushing out beyond the bounds of the known solar system. But when |
scored only a 60 on the Mil SpaceAp test, the chances of me receiving a deep-space assignment ranged
somewhere between infinitesmal and “forget it.” The big surprise wasthat oneright upper cut to the
concrete jaw of Lieutenant Weems opened my pathway to the sars.

Not only would | do it over again, I'd till enjoy it!

| stared at the two men whose job was to guard me, and had a strange feeling of unredlity. “Want
some coffee?’ one of them asked with something that sounded like actual concern. Histhin face
reminded me of one of the monks.

“Yeah,” | said. “Black, if you don't mind.” He smiled. We d run out of cream back in Kefiristan, and
when he hopped up to Phobos, the supply Situation was no improvement.

The guard’ s name was Ron. The other guard’ s name was Ron, too—I called him “Ron Two,” but
they didn’'t seethe humor init.

Wedidn't talk much. It seemed alittle insulting only having two Marines protecting such a dangerous
typeas Y ours Truly; but the other men were busy figuring out what had gone wrong on Phobos.



After we up-shipped to Mars Base, we sat for asolid day, trying to find out why the UAC minerson
Phobos had sent a distress call—and why they didn’t answer now. In the Marines, you spend eternity so
bored you' d look forward to your own court-martial as abresk in the tedium. Then an unexpected
danger with huge, jagged edges comesrolling over al the set routines, areminder thet the universeisa
dangerous place.

Thelast message we received from Phobos was:

“Things coming through the Gate.” When something that serious hits the fan, boredom isreturned to
its proper place asaluxury. The court-martial of acorpora was deemed lessimportant than a potential
threat to Mars—and not important a all compared to an immediate threat to the profits of the Union
Aerospace Corporation.

With aringing cry of “sounds like they’ re smoking something up there,” Lieutenant Weems boldly led
his men into the trangport. At first | thought I’ d be left behind on Mars Base; but either Weemsthought |
might prove useful to have dong, or esehejust didn’'t want aloose end. | volunteered to go dong.
Sometimes I’ m not very bright.

Major Boyd did his best to brief us by video feed, under the obvious handicap of complete ignorance.
He made the bext of it. We were issued pressure suits, in case we had to leave theimmediate vicinity of
the Gate. Y ou couldn’t stay very long outside the pressure zone, and you' d get mighty cold, mighty fast.
But a least the suits gave you afighting chance to get to aship or azone before you were sucking
vacuum. | was pleased to be issued asuit; | was less pleased that Weems didn’t issue me a weapon.

While | contemplated the lethal uses of common household articles, PFC Ron Two brought the
promised cup of coffee. It tasted bad enough to be a strategic weapon of deterrence. The expression on
the guard suggested that he might have sampled it before passing it on to me; but maybe he wasjust plain
scared of the Stuation. | couldn’t redly blame him.

A word about these Gates on Phobos and Deimos, the two tiny moons of Mars; you' ve probably
heard about the Gates, even though officidly it'sa secret.

They were here when wefirst landed on Mars. It was ahell of a shock, discovering that someone or
some thing had beaten us by amillion yearsto our own closest neighbor! It was long before | joined up,
of course, but | can only imagine the panic at the Pentagon when we found ancient and wholly artificia
structures on Phobos, despite the complete lack of any form of lifeon Mars.

It was pretty clear they’ d been placed there by some dien intelligence. But what? All my adult life, I'd
heard speculation: dl the usua UFO culprits. . . Reticulans, Men-in-Black, ancient Martians—that was
the most popular theory, despite not working &t al: there was no native life on Mars; but try to tell that to
generations raised on Martian Walkabout, Ratgash of Mars, and Mars, Arise!

Me, | figured it was arace of dien anthropologists; they got here, said, “Hmm, not quite ready yet,”
and left a“helipad” in case they decided to return . . . which they might do tomorrow or a hundred
thousand years from now.

Somebody decided to cal them “Gates,” even though they just sat there doing nothing for aslong as
we' ve known about them. But surrounding them was a zone of about haf Earth-norma gravitetion ... on
amoon whaose norma gravity isjust thisside of zero! In addition to the big, inert Gates, there were al'so
small pads scattered here and there that instantly transported a person from point A to point B within the
area, evidently without harm . . . teleports, if you will. | had heard about them but never seen one;
damned if you' d ever get meinto one, either.

When the United Aerospace Corporation bribed enough congressmen for the exclusive contract to
mine Phobos and Deimos, they built their facilities around the Gates, taking advantage of the artificia
gravity . . . except for those parts of the operation that wanted low gravity, which they built outsde the
“pressure zones.” After the big reorganization, the Corps got the task of guarding the Gates.

Wel—it looked as though the big Gates weren't quite so inert aswe all thought.

Once we landed on Phobos, the gunny dropped me and my two guards at the abandoned Air Base
depot (in the “western” pressure zone—anti-spinwards) and took the rest of Fox Company on to the
UAC facilities, Weemsin tow, to re-establish contact and “ secure the Stuation.” All my friends went with
Weems, leaving me with the two Rons for company.



The Phobosfacility isbuilt like a gigantic, under-ground cone extending many hundreds of metersinto
therock. There are abunch of levels, I'm not even sure how many. Eight? Nine? The whole thing is built
in the center of the solar system’ slargest strip mine, which would be terrible for the Phobos
ecol ogy—except that Phobos doesn't have an ecology, of course; it’s an airless moon of ice and rock.

The facility was on the opposite hemisphere from the base. Big dedl. . . the entire moon is only about
twenty-five kilometersin diameter. Y ou can walk from one pole to the other, except most of it is
disturbingly closeto zero-g, outside the pressure zones.

We had theradio on in the mess hdl and were periodicaly picking up messages from Weems's
Weasdls. We d about given up hope of hearing anything from the UAC guys who used to be on Phobos.
As| spped the scalding wake—up—call, wondering who | could sueif | burned my tongue, | couldn’t
help but scrutinize the two Rons. Neither gave the impression of being on top of the Situation. They kept
glancing at the closed cafeteriadoors, at theradio, at each other . . . They weren't paying much attention
to their prisoner.

They were dso having the same conversation every twenty minutes or so. It generdly started likethis:
“What do you think’ s happening?’ onewould ask the other.

| wastired of listening to variations on I-don’t-know, so | volunteered atheory: “ Somehow the Gates
turned on, and whoever built them decided the UAC was trespassing. Maybe they were wiped out.”

“But who attacked us?’ asked Ron One. Funny; | never thought of Union Aerospace as part of “us.”

“They said mongters were coming through the Gate,” said Ron Two with the same sense of surprise
he' d digplayed the other half-dozen times.

“They said ‘things,’” | corrected. Neither heard me. Things or mongters, | had faith in Arlene and the
rest of the guys.

The guards didn’t strike me as being overly interested in the subject of high order physics. They had
reached firm conclusonsin the reslm of the biological sciences, however. They didn't believein
mongders.

Thetruthisthat neither did 1.

In one respect | was as bad asthe PFCs. There were questions that couldn’t be answered yet, but
they wouldn't stay out of my mind. Who was the enemy? How had they reached Phobos through the
gateways? And most troubling of dl, why hadn’t Fox found any bodies yet? Mgor Boyd and even
Colone Brinkle back on Earth would want answers to these questions and alot more.

Suddenly, the radio sputtered to life, grabbing our attention, an invisible hand reaching out to choke
the breath from us. It was PFC Grayson, out front on recon, reporting to Weems, who was e sewherein
thefacility. The young Marine had found a corpse. Weems radioed back the obviousinstructions.

“ID impossible, sr,” reported Grayson, hisvoicetense. “It’ sin too many pieces. | can positively say
that it wasawhite male. It looks like—Jesus, g, it looks like claw marks. And this body’ s been
chewed.”

Wild beasts on airless Phobos? Judging by the sickened expressions from Ron and Ron, it was dl too
evident that neither of these specimens had ever seen combat. I’ ve seen my share. . . and dl at once, the
ideaof living long enough to attend my own court-martial seemed very gppeding. Even fiveyearsa
Leavenworth |ooked good. Thefact that | didn’t have agun crawled around deep insde my gut likea
tapeworm. Right then | decided to remedy the Situation.

The masticated body parts had been found in the processing plant. We heard Weems over theradio
issuing orders to converge on that point when aburst of static interfered with the reception.

When Grayson’ svoice camein again, it was loud and clear. Up until that moment, the universe il
made some kind of senseto me. Of dl the military scenarios running through my mind, none prepared me
for what happened next: “Jesus Chrigt! It's not human,” shouted Grayson. “Too big . . . shaped al wrong
... humanoid. . . red eyes...”

While Grayson was providing this fragmentary report, he punctuated his description with burstsfrom
hisrifle. Before he could become more coherent, we heard an inarticulate roar of animal pain from
whatever he was shooting, and then he shouted, “1 can’t put it down!” The next scream we heard was
fully humen.



My whole body went cold. Jesus—Arlene was down there.

Keep cool, keep your head—she' saMarine, damn it!

One of the Rons looked like he was about to throw up.

“Okay,” | said, “this has gone on long enough. We know we re in this together. Give me agun and
let’s make some plans.” If Arlene were being shot at, God damn it, | intended to shoot back! The honor
of the Corpswas at stake, not to mention my best buddy’ s life.

The radio was reduced to background noise for the moment as Weems the Weasdl tried to control
the stuation. The nervous looks exchanged between the dynamic duo in the mess hal made me wonder
about training that completely destroysinitiative. On the brink of death, all the Rons cared about was
going by the book—even if that book printed their own obituariesin flaming letters.

Onefinaly generated theinitiative to say, “We can't give you aweapon!”

| tried again. “ Staying diveisthe objective here. We ve dl got buddies down there. They don't
court-martial the dead! Y ou can’t help anyone or defend anything if you' re dead. Now give me apiece!”

If either of them had shown aglimmer of intelligence or guts, | wouldn't have taken the next step. But
they ingsted on being idiots.

Jesus Christ! Asthe Godfather said, there are men who go through life begging to be killed.



2.

Shut up,” said thefirst Ron.

“You're going back to detention,” said the other. Thiswas atruly pathetic spectacle. Suddenly, | had
become the threat in their eyes, smply because | was forcing them to face an unpleasant Stuation
head-on.

A number of things happened at once: more screams and gunfire came over the radio, and | thought |
heard awoman scream. The nearest Ron unholstered his 10mm pistol and pointed it at me—then the
poor jerk gestured the direction he wanted me to walk. He gestured with the hand holding the pistal.
With aninvitation like that what could | do?

| caught his arm, moved the gun aside, and rabbit-punched him in the kidneys; the gun did acrossthe
floor. The other Ron was till fumbling with his holster, so | turned and jabbed him in the throat. . . not
hard enough to kill, but with enough impact to keep him busy trying to breathe.

Sorry, Rons; Arlene PFC Sanders means more than the both of you rolled together!

| turned back to the first one, who surprised me by regaining hisfeet and making agrab with his good
arm. Too bad for him, he was off balance and fell toward me, providing another irresstible target. |
flat-palmed the back of hishead, and hewas out like alight. The other Ron was till doubled over, trying
to breathe as | collected their weapons.

“You guysaren't exactly cut out for Light Drop Infantry,” | said in askindly avoice as| could mugter.
Now | had aproblem. They weren’t bad guys, but | couldn’t trust their goodwill not to come after
me. Their fear might be enough to keep them out of my hair, but | couldn’t count on that, either. Nor did
| want to leave them sitting ducks for the hostile forces that were loose in this station. So | helped the one

who was gtill consciousto hisfeet and waited for his glazed eyesto clear abit.

“Ligten, Ron; we' ve got aSituation here. So far as| can tell, we only have these two Sdearms
between the three of us. Thisisnot good. The lieutenant should have | eft us with some wegpons, don't
you think?’ It wasarhetorical question, so | kept on. “I’m leaving one of these gunswith you, unloaded.”
I et him sink back on the floor and did the ammo clip acrossthefloor. “When you fed well enough to
reload, | suggest you barricade the door better than | can lock it from the outside, and wait for orders.”

He looked sick as adog but nodded, and I left him to his own devices. | pocketed the remaining
ammo dlips. | wanted all the edge afew extrarounds could provide until | could find an armory and lay
my hands on some red firepower, if the factory had any.

Asl| locked the mess hal doors behind me, | heard the radio sending out useless static crackle; no
Weems, no Goforth—no Arlene. Well, last | heard, we were dl going to have a party, with Grayson's
remains asthe Guest of Honor. | didn’t like that particular train of thought so | derailed it. Timeto get
serious.

After ten minutes of humping around the compound, | found alandcart—the last one. That was
thoughtful of them. Phobosis so small, adiameter of only twenty-two kilometers, that | dmost could hoof
ittothefactory . .. particularly in the ultra-low gravity. But | might need to evac the survivors, and in any
case, speed counts.

Although I'm not claustrophobic, I d lately had my fill of blank walls. The spaceship wastheworst.
Traveling through amillion miles of nothing in alittle cubicle just so you can reach another cubicle a the
end is not my idea of the conquest of space.

At least for the one day we spent on Mars, we had aview. The domes were made of super-thick,
insulated pladtic, but were cleverly designed to give theillusion of being thin as asoap bubble. The only
trouble was that the view wasn't very impressive—a blank expanse of empty desert broken by an
equally barren, dark purple sky. | was only so thrilled with looking at stars. | liked some-thing bigger up
there. Although we could see Phobos from Mars base camp, it was so tiny it dmost looked like a bright
dtar trucking across the sky. Not enough moon for amelancholy mood.

But now as| crawled the land-cart out under the black, airless sky of Phobos, | enjoyed my first



genuine feding of freedom sincel Ieft Earth. Marsloomed in the sky, three-quartersfull, larger than any
moon and burning red as dl the blood of al the armies ever spilled in uncountabl e battles across the
stupid, drooling face of eternity—the face of amongter.

By contrast, the gray, dull surface of Phobos looked like brittle, laundry soap or dried oatmedl; the
only variation was Stickney, the huge crater that covered a quarter of the moon's surface and filled the
rest with impact griations.

At that moment | thought that Mars might be the last beautiful sight | would ever experience. Ahead
lay nothing good. The thought that | might shortly die didn’t bother me nearly so much asthe dread of
letting down my loved ones. . . again.

There weren’t that many back on Earth, but there was one here on Phobos that meant everything to
me

Maybe| did love her; | couldn’t say. | mean that literdly ... | couldn’t say it with her hooked up with
Wilhelm Dodd, the dirty bastard. But that didn’t mean crap; if Arlenewerein trouble, then putting my life
onthelinewasthe easiest choice |’ d ever made. Doing my duty didn’t mean | had adeath wish; it meant
that | would have to stay dive aslong as possibleto find her and hump her out. All right, and the rest of
Fox, too.

So with Marslooming gigantic and our sun ashrunk-en, distant ball of flame, quickly setting as|
crawled toward the factory, | sped through Phobos daylight, across the terminator, and into the black
night.

My stomach gtarted roiling the moment | |eft the zone and entered the correct gravitationa field of
Phobos—not quite zero-g, but close enough for aqueasy stomach. | had to watch my speed carefully
here; | wasn't sure what the escape velocity from Phoboswas. . . probably alot more than acrawling
land-cart could make. But | sure as hell didn’t want to end up in orbit—the tractor treads didn’t work
too well out there!

| wished | could drive the land-cart right insde the refinery, but | had to leaveit in the garage on the
surface. It sure felt good to get back under even the half-normd gravity in the refinery zone. The sillent
gation lurked below the surface, containing what was |eft of Fox Company.

As| began the long descent, | promised to keep very, very quiet. Early in acareer in the Light Drop
Infantry, you learn the absolute essentid of lying to yourself. Sure enough, there was noise, and | wasthe
source of it. Evenin thelow-g, my boots squesked dightly. Each squesk was magnified in my imagination
asif giant rodents nibbled at my hedls. The rectangle of light beneath me grew in Sze astherewasno
turning back.

| thought about using the lift, but there was no telling who I’ d find inside. The access-tube ladder
looked a safer bet.

A popular fegture of these permanent stationsis how there' salwayslight and air so long asthe small
reactor isworking. Imagine my disappointment on climbing down the ladder into the hangar when |
noticed the first Sgnsthat something was serioudy wrong: the lights were flickering, and | didn’t hear the
whine of theair recirculators.

The light was adequate to show empty corridor stretching in front and behind me. This section didn’t
seem to show any signs of recent conflict. . . and no sooner did asmdll part of me make the mistake of
relaxing than | heard a sharp hissing sound. Before | had timeto think, the 20mmwasin my hand and |
had spun around into adefensive crouch. I'm sure | scared the leaky pipe red bad. At timeslikethis,
nothing is more wel come than an anti-climax.

As| examined the damaged pipe, mindful not to be scalded by the escaping steam, | redlized that |
might have found something interesting after al. The pipe had been dented by a blunt metal object of
somekind, and therewas arusty stain on the floor undernesth it.

Therewasreally only one direction to go, so | went. That direction would aso take me toward the
hangar control room, where | could swear | heard low, growling noises. Somehow | didn’t fedl like
reholstering my gun. | didn’t like the way my pam was swesting, either.

Taking it nice and easy, | proceeded down the corridor. | had agood, long view ahead of me. No
room for surprises. | didn’t hear the animalistic noises again, but that didn’t make mefed any better.



Findly, | reached the control room. Right before | pushed the door open | felt a sudden shiver on the
back of my neck and spun around, trying to look down both directions a once, like one of those crazy
cartoon drawings of adouble take. But there was nothing. At least nothing | could see. No casudties ye,
thank God.

The control room was empty, but it had apeculiar odor like sour lemons. After monthsin abarracks,
whether in Kefiristan, on Mars, or in space, you get used to the smell of paint and gallons of disinfectant.
But thiswas nothing likethat. | didn’t likeit one bit.

It took only afew minutes to establish that dl the equipment was in working order—except for the
communications system, which was smashed into non-existence. Then | had abrainstorm. There might be
agun locker here, something left over from when Phobos was an Air Force outpost; something abit
heavier than a10mm pistol would greatly improve the adjustment to my new environment.

| found the locker and jimmied open the door fairly quietly; but there were no wegpons. Bare
cupboard. Not even adingshot. But so it shouldn’t be atota waste, there was a nice selection of last
year’ sflak jackets, not combat armor, but better than skin and a pressure suit. One looked like it fit me,
sol putit on.

There seemed nothing else to do but resume my journey aong the corridor that must ultimately take
me into the rest of the gtation. | was reaching that dangerous psychological state when you fed that you
arethe only living person in what had been abattlefield stuation. Another word for it is carelessness.

Reconnoiter, you bastard! My little voice was telling me to get back with the program. And not a
moment too soon. A human figure came striding purposefully in my direction from just around the curve
of the corridor.

| dmost shot first, and asked questions at some undetermined future date. Reminding myself that
Arlene and my buddieswere here, aswdl as UAC civilians, | relaxed the old trigger finger that crucia
centimeter. But | kept the gun on the human shape and experienced a sickening moment, not of empathy,
but of reluctant understanding of Lieutenant Weems and the monks.

When the fearsnake dithers around insde your gut, it's pretty damned easy to just start squeezing off
at anything that moves.

Then | recognized the shape as one Corpord William Gates.

“Bill!” I shouted, rdlief flooding me at contact with afellow Light Drop. “What the hell’ sgoing on?
Areyou dl right? Where' s Arlene—the rest of Fox?’

At no moment was there any doubt that this person approaching was the corpora with whom I’ d
played poker, drank, and told nasty jokes. We d been through enough together that | didn’t even mind
that he was one of the monkeyswho jumped on my back when | popped Weems. Bill had avery
distinctive face with eyes spaced wide gpart and a scar that ran from his prominent chininto hislower lip.

He waswalking in an erratic manner; fatigue, | assumed. Men in combat Situations can get very weird,
and I’ d seen plenty worse than this.

Battle fatigue might even have explained the strange words coming out of his mouth, stuff that sounded
like an old horror movie. Bill was staring straight ahead; but he didn’t seem to recognize me ashe
chanted, “ The Gate—the Gate isthe key—the key isthe Gate.” | didn’t like the spittle on his chin, either.

Asmuch as| wanted to run over to him, I held back. There was something redly wrong here, nothing
| could put my finger on yet, but it waslike that smell in the control room—little hintsthat something was
FUBARed on Phobos.

“Bill,” | tried again. “Bill, it syour cuz, Hy.”

Thistime he noticed me. | could tell because he grinned the most evil grin I’ ve ever seeninmy life.

Then heraised hisrifle and opened firel

Even then, | didn’t want to believe what was happening. Fortunately, my bodily reflexes were more
redigtic. Diving behind apillar, | was dready preparing to return fire.

| had to try one moretime. “ Stop firing, Bill! I1t'sHy, goddamn it. Stop shooting!”



_3-

Bill didn’t stop; he came closer. Desperate, fedling like Cain, | returned fire. Given the half-dead
condition Bill wasin, killing him al the way should have been easy. Thefirgt bullet took him in the throat,
above hiskevlar armor. That should have done the job, but he kept on coming. | pumped more rounds at
Bill, and finaly one connected with his head. That dropped him.

But even as brains and blood oozed onto the corridor floor, hisbody continued to flop around the
way achicken doeswhen its head has been removed. Humansdon't do that . . . and they don't have a
sour-lemon smell ether, which was suddenly so overpowering that | could barely breathe.

| gtared, shaking like a Cdlifornia earthquake.

| was |ooking—at—azombie.

That was al that kept racing through my head, screaming the word over and over again between my
ears. . . zombie, zombie, zombie! What utter shit. Maybe Arlene could believein dl that crap and
bullroar; she watched those damned, damned horror movies all the—I wasn't never going to watch
anything like ... afreakin’ zombie? | was crazy, buggin’, freaked like some hippie punk snot flying on
belladonna

There are no goddamned zombies! Thisisthered world, thisis—"

Gates flopped some more, then stiffened up so quick, it waslike he' d been dead for hours. Scared,
but drawn toward him like iron filingsto amagnet, | crept forward and touched his corpse.

Billy Boy wasice-cold. This meat was decidedly not fresh.

| gagged, then turned aside and vomited. He was blue.

His skin wastough, like leather.

Private Gates was afreaking zombie. Waking dead. They’ d killed him, then sucked the life out of his
body, so that in just half an hour, he was many days dead.

Arlene. . .!

| knew what | had to do next. | was crying whilel did it. | hoped I’ d find some magazinesto go with
my new acquisition, a 10mm, M-211 Semiautomatic Gas-Operated | nfantry Combat Wegpon
(Sig-Cow, we cdled it). Bitch of away to get one.

Gates only had asingle spare mag, and the one in therifle was dead. Still shaking, | reloaded therifle,
dropping rounds left and right, and crept on, wondering who would come running at the sound of me
murdering my dead chum.

Leaving Gates sbody, | started walking fast, then alittle faster. Suddenly | wasrunning . . . not in
fear, but sick rage. Thelittle voicein my head that usualy keeps me on track was screaming about
discipline and strategy and keeping my cool. The voice wanted me to make anice, practicd analyss of
the evidence.

| had every intention of listening to reason, but my feet and brain stem had other ideas. They were
running from the face of a man who used to be a human being; running toward the bastards who
reworked him.

I’ve dways had good survival ingtincts. They’ d never abandoned me before, not even in the worst
firefightsin acareer that had seenitsfair share of combat. But here and now, in adull, gray cavern under
the craggy surface of Phobos, my body was betraying me. If | could just stop seeing the dack jaw, the
dead eyes, | could get control again. But the face wouldn’t go away; even the character-istic twitch of the
right eye that used to annoy me when Gates was dive unnerved the hell out of me now. | couldn’t stand
to be winked at by azombie.

Y eah. Zombie. Putting theword to it helped. At least | was running alittle dower and started paying
attention to my surroundings. | saw the walls of the corridor instead of a phantom mask of degth; and |
heard the loud echoing of my footsteps, my labored breathing . . . and the shuffling noises of other feet.

Four of them were waiting for me around the bend—four zombies. They stared at me with deed, dry
eyes. . . and one of the zombies was awoman.



| didn’t know her; UAC worker. Thank God it wasn't Arlene. | didn’t even want to think about
Arlenewith gray flesh and a sour-lemon smell, sneering and pumping bullets a me without any
recognition.

| fet arage|’d never felt before; my blood was on fire and my skin couldn’t contain the boiling, liquid
anger. | shook from hate so deep that military training could never reachit.

| didn’t want to shoot these travesties of human life. | wanted to rip them apart with my bare hands!
They shuffled toward me, fumbling their wegpons and pump-ing shots like their rifleswould never run
dry. What did | do? | staggered directly toward them, raising my own M-211 and taking one of the
walking dead in its shoulder ... ausdess shot.

It wasthe girl that broke the spell. Some little piece of who she once was must have been left in her
brain, afaint echo or resonance of human thought. She didn’t charge blindly like the other three; she
turned and fell behind cover to plink at me.

My higher brain functions kicked in. | shook my head, then strafed while sdestepping to apillar; once
behind cover, | aimed ashot into Zombie One' s head. It roared, then danced like a headless chicken and
collapsed. | got the message: only head shots got me any points. Just likein the movies.

The citrus stench dmost overwhelmed me. | snuck aquick glance at the zombiel’d just smoked . . .
some-thing squirmed inside its brain. Swallowing nausea, | took abead on Zombie Two.

The zombie-girl chittered, and the other two headed jerkily toward the console behind which she
crouched. | caught Zombie Two before it made it halfway; but the other one took a position behind
cover, and both it and Zombie Girl returned fire.

A standoff. | was trapped behind the pillar, two zombies behind an instrument console marked UAC
and covered with sticky-pad notes, the three of us separated by no more than twenty meters. Swiveling
my head, | stared wildly around, trying to spot something useful.

Five minutes deep into the Phobos facility, and | was pinned down insde amortuary in hell. A dozen
bodies sprawled on the floor from the open control room inwhich | stood al the way to acurveinthe
corridor beyond which | could see no farther. Recognizing afew of them didn’t do my stomach any
good. The others were probably UAC workers.

| thought I’ d seen war in Kefirigtan.

The undead and | played agame of tag around the pillar; | popped out to fire off ashot, and they
Sorayed my position amoment after | abandoned it.

There wasn't much time to gppreciate the fine details; the third time | popped around for a shat, |
dipped on fresh blood. Even asakid, | was good at turning mishaps into advantages, specid training
merely augmented my naturd indtinct for survival.

I hit the floor on my knees, then dropped to my belly to aim a shot while braced against thefloor. The
third male zombie rose to fire down on me, and | caught it in the throat, knocking it backward; before it
could reacquireitstarget, Y ours Truly, my next shot took Zombie Threein theright eye.

The femae was't wearing auniform or armor; | realized she must have once been a UAC worker,
not asoldier . . . which might account for her bad aim. Shefired off a couple of rounds that missed by a
widemargin.

| can fight thiswar forever, | thought, rage starting to creep back. Then it struck me: | could fight this
war forever, a least until | wasfindly blown away, and never even come close to figuring out what had
happened here at Phobos Base.

| had to take one of bastards “dive,” if that was the right word.

The plan flickered through my head between one shot and the next; and now that | findly had aplan, |
was Light Drop Infantry again!

Quickly, before she could adjust and acquire me, | bolted around the pillar, head-faked to the l€ft,
then cut right and hopped over the console. Zombie Girl swiveled the wrong direction, and before she
could turn back, | swung the butt of my Sig-Cow into her temple.

She dropped like bricks on Jupiter. Therifle sailed from her hands across the floor. | dung my own
M-211 across my back, flipped her over and shoved my pistol in her mouth.

“What the hell’ sgoing on?’ | demanded.



“Mmph hmmpb rmmph,” shesaid. | pulled the gun

out of her mouth, but she kept talking asif she had not even noticed it. “—isthe key. Gateisthe key.
Key isthe gate. Coming. Kill you dl.”

Zombie Girl’ s eyes shifted left and right; she was preternaturdly strong . . . but not as strong as big Fly
Taggart. My hand drooped as | stared at her, and she snapped at it like arabid dog, trying to bite me.

Abruptly, | redlized why the zombies eyeswere so dry and their vision so bad: they never blinked.

| pushed the pistol againgt her forehead. “If there sany piece dive inside of you, you know what this
thing will do to your shriveled, little brains. What the hell is coming through the gate?

“Gresat. Ones. Gate ones.” Shefocused her eyes on me, seeming to see mefor thefirst time. She
didn’t answer, but for amoment her face was filled with such torment that | could no longer stand the
interrogation.

| cocked the hammer; her eyesrolled up, looking over my head. “Y ou want this?” | asked.

Zombie Girl closed her eyes. It wasthe only kind of prayer left to her by the reworking that made her
what shewas.

| closed my own eyes when | squeezed the trigger. The gunshot snapped me awake again; | jumped
up, did the Sig-Cow into ready position, and backed away from the undead dead.

What the hell was going on? | started to think | had an answer . . . part of an answer.

“Who built the Gates?” The question endlesdy on everyone's lips might be about to be answered.
Maybe. But werethe“Great Ones’ coming through the Gates the ones who had built them? Or had the
builders aready been overrun by some even more powerful, horrific critter, who was now joyfully
following Gate after Gate, finding and overpowering dl the colonies of the builders “empire’?

Neither thought was pleasant: humans were either trespassers who were about to be run off the
property or dessert after amain course of Gate builders.

| got the shakes, real bad. | backed into adark corner, M-211 pointed toward the corridor, the
unknown, the way | hadn’t been yet. | had not seen a particular body I’ d half dreaded, half hoped to
find. Chrigt. Arlenewas still Somewhere Out There, one way or the other.

| prayed she was lying dead on the deck, not stumbling toward me with dry, unblinking eyesand a
sour-lemon smdl.

I might soon be the only living human on Phobos, | redlized. | had little faith in the guards I’ d I eft back
inthe messhal. First contact with zombies, and they’ d role over and, to coin aphrase, play dead. |
could imagine arotting corpse that used to be Lieutenant Weemste ling them to get with the zombie
program; the Ronswould sdlute and “ Yes Sr!” themselves straight to hell.

The old surviva mechanism was definitely starting to kick infor Yours Truly. I'd never been
completely comfortable as ateam player. | could see myself doing the job of zombie exterminator until |
was the only biped |eft standing on Phobos. These living dead characters weren't very good soldiers.
Yeah, | could dust them al. Except for onelittle detail.

| couldn’t bear coming up against what used to be Arlene Sanders. No, that wasn't very appedling at
al. It'snot like shewas my girl; she had her Dodd, and it seemed to satisfy her. Dodd and | didn't redlly
like each other, but we tolerated for Arlene' s sake.

Not love, | swear. It'sjust that Arlenelived in the sameworld | did, and | mean alot more than just
wearing the same uniform. She wasn't like any other girl I'd been ... | mean, any other girl I’d known.

Arlene remembered being awvakened by aD.I. heaving atrash can down the hal, same asme. She
remembered the jarhead getting al over her; “on your face, down-up-down-up-down-up—you keep
pumpin’ ‘em out until | get tired!” She knew about reveille at 0500, PT (Physica Training), or adainty,
eight-milerun at 0505.

Arlene knew the smell of disinfectant. She knew al about scraping two years of accumulated crud off
awall with achisdl so the next guy could dap on a quarter-inch-thick splash of anti-corrosion paint.

She' d spent just as many months as | wrestling a goddamned floor buffer up and down acorridor,
while aready dog-sacked from hours of PT, obstacle course, combat training, small-arms, endless,
mindlessingtruction on how to break down and reassemble a Sig-Cow while blindfolded, and lectures on
the exotic venereal diseases of Kefiristan, Mars, Phobos Base, and Ohio .. . hours that always seemed to



add up to twenty-six or twenty-eight per day.

Arlenefigured out alot about mein record time. Shewas bright, and just as committed to amilitary
career as any other man in the outfit. She' d become my best buddy in the platoon.

Asl| sat there, wiping blood and crud from my face in the eye of animpossible hurricane, it helped to
think about Arlene. Recdlling her features drove the monsters from my mind. | played alittle game with
mysdlf, not letting the horror rise up and engulf the picture | was drawing.

| don't think I’ ve ever seen a better-looking woman than Arlene, objectively considered. She wasn't
drop-dead gorgeous in the conventional sense. To use an older phrase from abraver age, she was“right
handsome.” Five-ten and compactly built, she worked out more than anyone elsein the platoon. She had
beautiful, well-cut muscles.

(Once, when for afew days she thought she might be “with child”—not mine—Gates had said, “She's
such aman, | bet she got herself pregnant.” Hedidn't say it loudly.)

I liked how she looked at everyone through ditted eyes, giving her ahooded serpent look. Shewas
not to be trifled with, as one skank found out when he thought it was funny to sneak up behind her and
pull down her pants.

Therest of uswere certainly interested in seeing al we could of her well-shaped posterior; but we
weren't idiots. Without turning around, she backhanded him perfectly and broke hisnose. At thetimeall
| could think of was how much | enjoyed seeing her move. We retaking balet here.

Of course, therewas alot moreto Arlene; she had abrain. Those arein short supply in the service,
even in Light Drop, and | hated to see one go to waste. | took her to Corps music concerts, and she
dragged meto old sci-fi movies. We got drunk together sometimes. We played poker, too; but my only
chance against her was when | was stone-cold sober.

One night we got so drunk that we fumbled our way into akiss. It just didn’t fed right. We were
buddies, not lovers.

Arlene and | reached an unspoken agreement where we didn’t talk about that night. Asif to prove
what apa she could be, she garted setting me up with dates. She had girlfriends who were always
first-rate in one way or another, and they liked to oblige her by hanging with her pdl. | didn’t kick. | just
didn’t seem able to return acommensurate favor.

Arlenetold me once how she wanted to save up some money and go to college someday. | didn’'t
hold that against her. | wished the best for her.

The best. That thought shot down my reverie in flames. What could the best be for her now, in this
place? Degth, | guessed; anything would be better than gray flesh, dry, unblinking eyes, and jerking limbs.

“No,” I heard mysdlf talking to no one, “she' d never dlow hersdlf to be turned into one of those.”

But what if this reworking took place after death?

Swallowing hard, | stood up and decided to get back to business. | needed anmo; awild shot had
destroyed the magazine and receiver of one of the Sig-Cows; the only thing azombie could useit for
now would be asawar club, so | I€&ft it on the floor. Nobody had a select fire weapon, which wastoo
bad; | sure missed the luxury of launching three or four rounds at atime toward azombie head . . . much
better chance of abull’ s-eye. On the other hand, if they had had one of the two sdlect-fire M-220
Dogchoppersthat asquad carried, | might not be dive to pick through the wesponry.

| shoved some magazinesinto my ammo pockets and loaded up both weapons. No sense carrying
another Sig-Cow. | realy wanted to get my hands on theriot gun that Dardier usually carried,
though—except it would probably mean ripping it out of her twitching fingers after blowing aholein her
pretty, blond head.

| followed thetrail of corpses another two bends of the corridor, taking as much anmo as| could
carry without rattling like amedieva knight. We were all supposed to carry head-talks, so we could
communicate ... but | didn’t find any, which was pretty suspicious. No ELFsor MilDataBuses, either:
nothing whatsoever that might be used to communicate what the hell was going on.

And | dways made time to check the faces. So long as one, particular face wasn't there ... | knew |
could stand it.
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| dmost et relief when | ran into two more zombies. Now that | knew what to do, it was just some
sckening sort of exercise. | only “killed” one of them; the other, | just popped itsrifle, then shot out its
knees and hips; | wanted it dive, maybe to answer some questions before | smashed in the curling mouth
with the yellow teeth.

| didn’t recognize this one; it was aformer UAC worker, used to be aman. It didn’t have even as
much mind left ashad Zombie Girl; but thistime, | |et it babble for sometime:

“Big, coming through, big, Gateisthe key, killing, killing, dl the killing, coming through, coming to kill
you dl, the Gateisthe key, the key, hdl and damnsisthe key, coming through the Gate. . .

“Phobos! Fear, fear, fear, fear, fear!

“Coming to Phobaos, coming from Phobos, crossing

the Styx, pickup Styx, Styx isthe key.”

| waited until it started repesting itself; after amoment, achill crept down my neck: the thing was
repeating itself exactly, like atapeloop. Suddenly more scared than | had beenin hours, | put it out of its
misery (and mine).

| backed up into adark acove, praying nobody had alight-amp glasses or an infrared sensor. |
needed to think thisthrough.

A sngledrip of hdlishly bright luminescenceflickered off and on high in the center of the celling; a
bare sun bulb was dl that was | eft of the lighting system. The strobe effect made shadows look like
mongters, creeping toward me. But | didn’t smell any rotten citrus, and heard none of the characteristic
zombie gibbering.... just astrange clicking sound ahead, like a dolphin with laryngitis. | figured | was safe
for the moment.

Phobos was pretty obvious, they were here, at Phobos Base. They came to Phobos. . . but what did
the thing mean saying they were coming from Phobos?

| sarted feeling nauseated. My skin began to creep up and down my bones. . . If thezombie didn't
distinguish between yesterday, today, and tomorrow, then maybe it was telling me that Phobos was not
thefind target of the invasion; they were going to crossthe River Styx, theriver of the dead in Greek
mythology.

And what was on the other sde? Well, hdll, | supposed. Hades. But wait—if you were starting from
hell, then “ crossing the Styx” took youto ...

| swallowed the nausea back down. Swest dripped down my forehead, stinging my eyes.

The target was Earth. Terramostly firma. Home sweet hovel.

| accepted the fact that | was a dead man. After four years of Catholic school, run by Father
Bartolomeo, Society of Jesus, | had aways thought | was pretty much “ prayed out.” Certainly, even after
four yearsin the Corps, thelast threein Light Drop Infantry, | hadn’t had aword to say to the Big Guy, if
Hewereeven ligening.

But now, for thefirst time, after acumulative saven-teen weeks of actua combat intercut into four
years of military life, | finaly understood that stupid line about there being “no atheistsin foxholes.” |
didn’t use the words that the Jesuits taught me, but | know who | was talking to, begging for the guts and
kill not to hose up.

“Suicidemisson” was aweak term for what | wasdoing. I'm as afraid to die asthe next jarhead; but
goddamnit, | didn’t want to be damned as awalking dead!

| told the Big Guy what I’ d done wrong in the last, ah, seven years and promised him alifetime of
penanceif He d just forgive me and send meinto battle shriven. It was a hollow offer, | knew; that
“lifetime” was probably measured in hours. Thank God it’ s the thought that counts.

Taking abreath, | swung my rifle around, finger outside the trigger guard, and stepped out of the
acove. | continued around a corner toward the clicking noise.

Suddenly | saw what looked like aworking radio! Hurrying over—too quickly for caution’s sake—I



saw that only the front part of the mechanism remained. The back was ripped out in away that showed
clear sabotage. Up to that moment, it had seemed possible that the radios were destroyed accidentaly,
casudlties of battle; but thiswas clear evidence of at least human-levd tactics, far beyond what I'd
imagine the zombies could do.

There was somebody & se wandering around here. If | hunted long enough, | figured I'd find it... if it
or they didn’'t find mefirg.

Turning acorner in the corridor, | saw more evidence of some kind of strategy: on thewal, amap to
the installation had been burned beyond recognition, while the space around it was only dightly sSnged.
Whoever that other something or somebody was, it knew that more of us would be coming after it; it
didn’t want usto be able to find our way.

Ahead was a hatchway, the door open. Thelight directly over it was broken; but a steady, green glow
emanated from beyond the narrow opening; the glow did not come from any electrica sourcel could
think of. Even as| moved toward the entrance, | knew | wanted to be anywhere else but here. A new
odor assailed me, far worse than the sour lemons. Thiswas the loving, Sweet aroma of something that
should have been buried, or better yet, flushed. It literdly burned my nogtrils.

| fumbled for the mask that accompanied the combat armor. Jesus, | thought, what | wouldn't give for
aworking environment suit! My hands shook as pulled it over my mouth and nose, wondering what
horrible, toxic fumes| was breathing.

The surge of air from the suit augmented the bad air; but it did little good. The molecules of thetoxin
were evidently smdler than oxygen molecules and didn’t react to any of thefilters; | could till smell them
right through the mask.

Every warning klaxon in my body was screaming; my skin tingled, and the proverbia hair on the back
of my proverbia neck jumped up and did some PT. | took afew tentative steps farther in, then | came
up short; I’d found the light source.

Poals of thick, green liquid bubbled on both sides of me. The stuff was luminescent, probably
radioactive. It looked like boiling lavaon Saint Patrick’ sday. | wasn't going to sop and run any
experiments, but | had no doubt the gunk would egt right through my combat suit, given enoughtime. The
prudent decison wasto stay as far away from the green dime as humanly possible.

No sooner had this thought crossed my mind than aton of bricks dammed into me from theright,
knocking the 10mm pistol out of my holster and into the green toxin. Something had decided to run the
experiment after al.

The 10mm made a hissing sound asit disappeared from view. | didn’t care. | had problems of my
own.

Flipping over, | struggled to get to my feet and bring my big Sig-Cow into play, if | could figure out
what the hdll hit me. Theimpact had blurred my vison. | stood up, dizzy, shaking my head. Thefigure
that had hit me so hard stood just out of sight, in the shadows. | assumed it was another zombie, but a
stronger one than | had encountered before.

Then it cut loose with a hiss, and more of that clicking sound | had been hearing. Well, onelittle
mystery solved.

The strength in this—zombie?—inspired grester caution. | rolled my M-211 around and skated to the
sde, waiting for the creature to come to me. He did.

Asthelarge body moved into sight, | saw brown, leathery skin, rough like dligator hide, with
ivory-white horns sticking out from chest, arms, and legs. The head was inhumanly huge, with maddened
ditsof red for eyes. It was amonster!

It was ademon.
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My first reaction wasto laugh. Thiswas a childhood nightmare, abogeyman. The part of methat had
worked so hard to grow up just couldn’t believe in something that looked like this.

Only trouble was, the damned thing didn’t appreciate its own absurdity. It took afew stepstoward
me where the light was better. Movement made the figure less ridicul ous. Shadows played acrossits
rough hide, and | saw that the wrinkled flesh under the eyes were wet. | hated to admit that it really was
flesh. The eyesflickered with an angry red light. The worst features were the lips curling back to revesl
ugly, yelow canines. Thiswas no Halloween mask with arigid grimace. Inhuman as this monster wes, |
couldn’'t confuseit with an animdl.

Just an dien bastard, | told myself over and over; | wasalot more comfortable with theideaof an
aien, even an dien soldie—acosmic-grunt. Not a... ademon.

The extraterrestrial stopped advancing. It turned its head a an angle no human could copy, but kept
its eyes fixed on me. Mexican standoff.

Despiteit having attacked mefirg, | couldn’t shake the thought that it was my responsibility to try to
make contact. No communication seemed possible with the hollow shells who used to be my buddies or
UAC workers, themost | could drag out of them was ssimple parroting of what they had heard, before or
after deeth.

But thisone was different . . . this one was—how could | fire up aconversation with an aien “ demon”
whoseinterest in humans seemed purdly nutritional ?

“Who areyou?’ | asked. | figured it wouldn’t know English, but might at least guess from the tone
what | had asked. But it threw me acurve by smiling wide and silently mouthing the same question, Who
areyou, seeming to mock me.

| tried again: “Human being,” | said, tapping my armored chest. “Understand? Do you talk?’

Nothing. Nada. | took a calculated risk: | wasn't about to put down my wespon; but | dowly
extended one hand, pam forward, in what | hoped was auniversa symbol of nonaggression.

Therewas aresponse but | didn’t quite know what to make of it. The grotesque humanoid dowly
lifted its right hand up to its shoulder and stroked the white protrusion of bone, dlowing itsthumb to
linger on the sharp point. The sight was very strange and it did not suggest peaceful intentions. Definitely a
Mexican stand-off.

| suddenly got nervous about leaving my hand exposed. The sharp teeth suggested a hedlthy appetite.
| became acutely aware of my environment. The bubbling, green dudge behind me burbled louder, and
for thefirgt time, | thought | heard the monster breathing.

The breathing stopped.

Pureingtinct took over. Soldiers sometimes take a sharp bresth just before attacking . . . some hold
their breeth as the floodgates open, releasing enough adrendine to turn coward into hero.

The mongter attacked so quickly | couldn’t have gotten a shot off even if my Sig-Cow hadn’t
jammed.

Whatever the thing was, it was not stupid. It charged me, clawing for ray throat with one set of nails
while the other hand fended off my bayonet.

That was the only good news, if it was afraid of my blade, then surely the dlien would bleed if | stuck
it.

If...

| stopped pushing and suddenly pulled with the mongter, instead of againgt it. | fell backward, and four
hundred pounds of leathery skin and iron muscle dropped on top of me—and right onto my bayonet.
With an inhuman scream that nearly ruptured my eardrums, the demon died, convulsing afew last times
beforeingantly gtiffening into whet felt like a stone Satue.

| was mighty damned glad to learn that demons did bleed, at least on Phobos. | wasrelieved for some
reason that the blood was red.



| was less pleased to fed the stone weight of the monster crushing me into the floor. Jesusand Mary,
did I wish | could turn off the Phobos gravity generator, just for amoment!

Y ears spent in Catholic school came back to me; | remembered an old penguin, Sister Beatrice, who
was obsessed with the biblica injunction to avoid unclean things. Unclean thingd!

My stomach heaved; shaking the body off me with more strength than I’ d ever experienced before, |
amost vomited on the very spot where blood pulsed out of the alien’ s belly wound.

Jumping too quickly to my feet, | dipped in the dick, red goo—right next to one of the bubbling pits
of green dudge. Hesat poured from the boiling, green liquid waste. | didn’t want that stuff any closer to my
facethan it was aready; | had afeding the luminescence was not harm-less phosphorous, and thisdidn’t
seem thetimeto run any tests.

| took amoment to catch my bregth. It had been difficult enough to accept the fact of
people—buddies—turned into zombies; but thisthing at my feet meant anything could happen next. |
didn’t want to let my imagination run wild. Redlity was bad enough at the moment.

Not since childhood had | redly felt adesireto pray. Thefirst monsters of my life had been stern nuns
refusing to answer the questions of an inquisitive mind. But now | felt aneed for God, if only to havea
power big enough to swear an oath on.

“I'll stopyou,” | promised, “whatever you are, however many you are.” It helped to say the words
out loud, even if one of the bastards heard me. Hell, they could hear my footsteps, anyway. “If thereisa
God, please et melive just long enough to stop these monsters from dropping ship to Earth!”

The smdll voice of reason was growing smaller dl the time; scientific knowledge! Physical law! Like
the song says, biggest lie you ever saw.

Survival camefirg; killing lots of mongters. Learning something useful about the enemy wasjust fine,
s0long asit camethird. And there was the problem of how | would communicate any useful discovery;
and to whom.

Ahead were the remains of yet another smashed radio. A human hand till touched the controls. The
hand was not attached to an arm. The best explanation was that the body probably lay dissolving at the
bottom of the pool of green dime.

Making my way out of this section seemed the most important movefor al three gods, if only to get
away from the hot, green liquid. The monster had thrown me off. | couldn’t help imagining the cregture
from the black lagoon, or green lagoon, waiting at the bottom of every toxic pool.

If I could meet one two-legged nightmare, | could meet more. And | don’t just mean more like the
ones|’d dready fought; there could be worse things, anything! What were the laws for monsters?
Thoughts of horrors crawling around on the bottom of radioactive dudge pools gave way to even more
unlikely scenarios. How about creatures that could exist outside the domes, in airless space? And if they
didn’t need to bresthe, maybe those diens didn’t bleed, either.

I made mysdf stop. If | kept this up, | wouldn’t need to be picked off by the enemy; I’ d be saving
them thetrouble.

| heaved asigh of relief to leave the toxic-spill room, clearing the jammed brass from my Sig-Cow
receiver; it made little difference—I only had two or three rounds left and nowhere to stock up.

Asif being rewarded for abad attitude, there was another collection of inanimate dead just through
the doorway, awaiting ingpection. For the first time since this nightmare began | actudly felt relief a the
sight of human corpses. At least they were human. Not zombies, not mongters. If I’ d been more
careful—or paying more attention to my imagination—it might have occurred to me that one of the
zombies could be pretending to be a corpse. But somewhere in the back of my brain | had aready
figured out that the zombies were no-brainers. They weren’t about to pull tricks.

There was something very reassuring about thinking about things that weren't possible (or at least not
very probable). Sure beat the hell out of imagining super-mongtersthat could do anything! Asl surveyed
the dead men, the damaged weapons, the lack of ammo, and for dessert, asmashed radio, | finally
understood what must have been going through the minds of these soldiers astheir lives were ripped out
of them.

| understood why they hadn’t done the intelligent thing and withdrawn, regrouped, reported: they’d



been s0 overcome with revulsion, just like Y ours Truly, that they’ d smply charged into the mob (of
zombies? mongers?) in aberserker fury, killing anything that got in the way. They stopped thinking and
started reacting instead —and were cut down, one by one.

A heavy rumble from behind grabbed my attention. Setting anew record for spinning around, |
realized | had to go back into the blasted toxic-spill room to check this out.

So | did.

Thelatest surprise: when | killed the mongter, it evidently fell acrossalift lever | hadn't noticed. |
arrived at this concluson because of the large, metd platform which finished lowering itself right in front
of my nose. Beyond the lift was abrand new corridor | hadn’t seen before,

To enter or not to enter? That was as good aquestion asany I'd had al day. Staying behind meant
facing inconceivable danger and unimaginable odds. Whereas going forward meant facing unimeaginable
danger and inconceivable odds. Or something.

The corridor ahead had two appedling features: there were no dime pits and the light was brighter.
The latter decided me. There had to have been some good reason to make the choice | made.

| backed up and took aflying legp; fear lent my feet wings. . . but not jet engines, unfortunately. |
landed short and teetered on the edge of the biggest pool of green crud in creation. | windmilled my arms
... if | hadn’t stepped back, | would have fallen back.

For asecond al my foot felt wasicy, icy cold, asif I'd stepped into liquid nitrogen. Then the pain
struck. | tried to yank my foot free, but my muscles wouldn’t respond!

My leg was on firefrom toeto thigh. | lurched forward, faling on my face; my foot was free of the
toxin, but | shouted through clenched teeth.

Fighting asuicida impulseto grab my still-wet foot, | wrapped my arms around my gut insteed. If a
zombie or monster demon had stumbled across me then, it could have snuffed me with my blessing. It
was minutes before the throbbing pain in my leg subsided. | scraped my foot against the floor, rubbing off
asmuch of thetoxin as| could; but my leg swelled tight and angry red inside my ruined boot.

But at least, thank God, the pool was behind me.

The new corridor seemed antiseptic and clean after what I’ d just stepped in. If there were unpleasant
odors, they didn’t penetrate my visor.

| followed the corridor until | came to aroom on the right. Something made me hesitate about going
in. It wasn't asense of danger or anything like that. Maybe it was because the door was closed. Mostly
they’ d been open. | don’'t normdly credit sixth sense stuff or mysticism; but I’ ve learned in combat that
you ignore your ingincts at your peril. There are human “predator senses’ that normd, civilized life pretty
much breeds out of us.

| had my weapon at the ready even though two shots from now the Sig-Cow would be nothing but a
fancy spear.

Kicking the door was easy; looking into the room was hard. There was one lone body on the floor,
female, her back to me.
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For acold-gut second, | thought she might be Arlene. Theimpression lasted only afew seconds; then
| saw it was Tij “Dude’ Dardier. We d fought together pretty closely in Kefiristan, and you get so you
recognize abuddy from behind, especidly femaesin acrack fighting unit.

Her face was unmarked, still cute, ill alittle girl with red hair who had abig surprise for any manwho
thought she was easy pickings. | wondered if amonster or zombie had gotten her. The ugly wound was
in her somach.

There was something funny about her posture; she lay asif she had a secret.

| stared for amoment, coaxing her dead body to talk to me Then | figured it out: Dudette was lying on
top of something, shidding it from dry zombie eyes.

| touched her gently, then gingerly dipped over her corpse. Dude Dardier was lying on top of the
pump-action riot gun I’ d been wishing for earlier—her death-day present for Yours Truly.

| felt like aghoul, but fedingswere aluxury. With ashotgun in my arsend, my survival rating took a
big leap up the charts.

I checked the bore and found no obstructions. There were plenty of shellsin the bandoleer around her
body. | thanked Dudette for being aMarineto theend . . . semper fi, Mac.

Back in the corridor, | found remains of amap on thewall. The Bad Guys evidently followed aplan,
proven by destroyed radio gear and vandalized wall maps. But this time there was just enough |eft of the
map to figure out the basic direction toward the lift, which | prayed was ill working. Being properly
armed did wonders for my psychology; | decided maybe | would do well to generate atactical plan.

Thereisno north or south on Phobos, but | oriented myself aong the facility’ smgjor axis. Getting to
the nuclear plant was the next logical move; it had the largest concentration of equipment. . . and perhaps
even an untrained engineer like me could jerry-rig some gear into aworking radio.

| found the lift without further molestation; naturaly, it was broken, shot to hell—the hydraulics lesked
away from numerous gunshot holes. But the manua escape hatch still worked. Placing mysdlf back into a
narrow, confined space was about as appeaing asit sounded, and my damned imagination started
bugging me again at precisely the moment duty called. My imagination was not very patriotic; it needed
Sx weeks of boot camp.

Therewasadim light in the shaft, very, very dim. Every square foot of the base was supposed to be
congtantly lit, bright as day, except for the barracks. Someone in charge must have been mugged by a
flash-light when he was a kid and wanted nothing more to do with them. Maybe | shouldn’t have
complained; light waslight.

Asl| climbed down the long shaft, it occurred to meto think about something cheerful, aglver lining
that must exist somewherein these storm clouds. There had to be something.

And therewas. | hadn’t found Arlene sbody yet ... and so long as| didn’t know what had happened
to her, there was hope.

| figured the nuclear plant must be at least Six stories down. Just keep climbing, that wasal | could
do. Climb. Hope. Watch out for demons. Red simple. | preferred thinking about Arlene.

| remembered the day she showed up from Parris Idand and joined the real Corps, the fighting
Corps. | looked up from monkeying with the sticky belt-advance on a.60 caliber auto-stabilized, and |
saw abruta babe in cammies, spats, webbing, and sporting a newly shaved high-and-tight. Catching her
eyetold medl | had to know. She knew what she was doing, al right. The Corpsis protective of its
haircut, flat on the top and shaved on the sides. We' retalking asign of ditinction, a challenge thrown at
every other service. God help the Navy, Army, or Space Force puke who shows up on one of our bases
in ahigh-and-tight! What happens afterward iswhy God made Captain’'s Mast.

But Arlene was no innocent. She wore her cut high and proud, and wore asingle, red, private' s
stripe.

Lieutenant Weems (pre-punch) took onelook at Arlene Sanders, along, hard look, and curled hislip.



He watched her hand her packet to PFC Dodd, who stared at her like she had two heads. So far as|
know, that was thefirst time they ever met, they who were destined for ... well, not love, exactly;
extremeludtlike. (After about ayear of ignoring him with al her might, then another sx months of
despising him, she shamefacedly confessed to me that she' d spent the night in hisfiat.)

All indl, not the best-foot-forward on thisfirst day for the first woman in Fox Company.

Of course, the opinion of Lieutenant Weems was aready a debased currency by thistime. But the
opinion of the other men mattered. And no one could express that company opinion with more € oquence
than Gunnery Sergeant Goforth, the company’s“grand old man.” Hell, hewasin hislate thirties, an
eighteen-year Marine, thelast tenin Light Drop.

Goforth looked like Aldo Ray in those old John Wayne movies. He was heavyset, muscular but not
fat; he shaved his head but would probably be bald anyway. Goforth was a Franks tank with legs, afew
freckles mixed in dong with the Rolled Homogenous Armor.

The gunny made abig ded of sauntering over to Arlene and let loose with histhick, Georgian drawl:

“Hooo-eeee! Where ud the lay-dee get thuh purty “do?’

Shelooked him inthe eye. That was dl. Not abad answer, redly, but | thought that under the
circum-stances a few words of reason might bein order.

| volunteered mysdlf for the task. Partly because | liked awoman with guts; partly because|
respected the men in the Corps-and fdlt their position could be expressed in amore thoughtful manner
than Gunny Goforth waslikely to manage. But mainly | spoke up because at some deep level | hate dll
rules, symbols, rituas, fighting words, gang colors, routines, decorations, medals, trophies, badges. . .
and anything e se that suggests one human being isto be taken more serioudy than another in agiven
Stuation smply on the basis of plumage. Besides, | was making no headway with the damned .60 cal.

| was sitting on the mess hd| table and felt very much aboveit dl as1 sad, “ Private, ahigh-and-tight is
not afashion statement. Y ou gottaearn it.”

That seemed aniceice breaker. She must have agreed because she spoke to me, not Goforth. “I'm
as much aMarine asthe next man,” she said, glancing at me before returning her steady attention back to
the gunny.

Thefirgt retort that crossed my mind wasto take abig bite of the red apple that happened to bein my
hand. The longer it took to chew and swallow the piece of apple, the more profound would be my clever
rejoinder, it seemed to me.

So | did. And Goforth took a step closer to Arlene, ddliberately breaking her space. Arlene stood her
ground, not budging an inch.

In between bites of the apple, | thought | would essay another arbitration. “Y ou know,” | essayed, “a
high-and-tight is not mil-spec for ladies”

“It'snot regulation for men, ether,” she shot back. There was no arguing with that, but there was
plenty of gpple left to crunch.

Gunny Goforth didn’'t have an apple. “ Any Muh-reen who wearsthet ‘do,” hesad, “sureashell is
gonnaearnit, missy.” | thought the“missy” was abit much.

Arlene Sandersleaned forward into his space, close enough to either kisshim or bite off hisround
knob of anose. Instead, she said two words: “ Y ou're on.”

Goforth wasjust as stubborn. He was native to Georgia but might aswell have been from Missouri
when it cameto matters of proof. “Every Muh-reenisarifleman fust,” he sad. “1f' n you want to spoht
thet thang, missy, then you had best pick up yer cutelil’ buns and follow metuh therifle range.”

She gave him acurt nod. Challenge accepted. They started to leave, then Goforth noticed my juicy,
red gpple, which had tasted much better than the discussion, far as| was concerned.

“Hey, Hly,” he said, “howzabout grabbin’ thet sack 0’ apples?’

As| hoisted the apples and made tracks, | could honestly say that | didn’'t have aclue what old
Goforth was up to.

The range was ashort walk. Every man who had been present for the exchange of words followed
aong. No one wanted to miss entertainment of this high acaliber, no pun intended.

Goforth walked on over to Arlene and said, “ Private, you need awhole helpin’ o' gutsto wear thet



‘do. Takesmore' njes aseady rifle hand, thet it do!” At least hedidn’t cal her “missy” thistime.

Holding up his hand, pam toward me, he shouted, “Fly, toss me one of those apples. Yall watch a
history lesson.” Now that | finally had the idea, | was none too happy, but Arlene just smiled—alittle,
thinsmile. | think she guessed what the gun’ was scheming.

| dapped the gpple into the gunnery sergeant’ s paw. He casudly tossed and caught it afew times,
then asked Arlene: “Yuh lak historee, lil’ lady?’ He was laying the accent on so thick | could barely
understand him.

“Let meguess” shesaid with athick grin. “You like William Tdl.”

Goforth looked crestfalen that she had outguessed him, stedling somewind from his sails. But if verba
teasing wouldn't do the job, he was more than ready to push thisthing on to the redl thing. | could seeit
in hisface; there was no humor left.

When | had first joined Fox Company, Goforth went out of hisway to make mefed welcome. About
theworst he did was to tag me with the nickname Fly. He didn’t bag on me the way he was doing to
Arlene, He gestured to Dodd to bring over the artillery, and Dodd brought a .30-99 bolt-action sniper
rifle, top of theline. Goforth flashed Arlene abig, soapy grin; but she held her ground.

Made me wonder, not just about the gun’, but the other guys, who leered and chuckled unpleasantly.
Plenty of men are solid guys, decent fathers and husbands, but revert to Wolfman when confronted by
physica prowessin awoman.

As Goforth lived up to his name and went forward with the William Tdll bit, | was getting panicky ...
but | kept it to mysalf. She was going to play this one out to the bitter end. | figured that from the way she
planted her feet, put her arms behind her and said, “Go for it!”

Abruptly, everybody stopped laughing. Gunny Goforth noticed but wasn't about to back down with
eght, I'msureit was, eight guyswatching. With an dmost delicate concern, he carefully placed the gpple
on her head. Then he took the .30-99 and dowly backed away from her. He aimed just as carefully and
sad, inavoicethat had logt all the sarcasm, “Last chance, honey.” | thought “honey” sounded better than
“missy.”

Arlene didn’t move, but | could see that she was trembling ever so dightly beneath her bravado. | sure
ashell didn’t blame her. Goforth took adeep bresth and said, “ All right, darlin’... | suggest inthe
strongest termsthet you don'’t flinch none.”

| was the one who jumped when he squeezed off a shot—and damned if the gpple didn’t split
perfectly down the middle, each haf faling on either sde of her head! Everybody let out his breath, and a
ragged cheer erupted.

“Way to go, Gunny!” said one man.

“Fox Company ichiban!” said another.

We d forgotten oneitem. We' d forgotten that Arlene had put her skull on the line. The dramawasn't
over until shesaid it was.

As Goforth basked in hismoment of glory, the boysdl praising him, Arlenewaked toward him. Her
hands were behind her back and she was smiling swestly.

| saw what she was carrying before the gun’ did. She held an apple up until he saw it; then she tossed
ittohim.

Silence again; nobody moved. Then just as smoothly as you please, Arlene Sanders picked up the
.30-99 from the table, staring expectantly at Goforth and cocking one of her eyebrows.

| never doubted what Goforth would do. His basic sense of fair play could be counted on; and he had
guts. He wasn't about to lose his men’ srespect. Not Goforth! So, in the words of the ol d-time baseball
player, it wasdgavu al over agan.

He put the gpple on hishead, hisicy eyes boring into Arlene's. She watched him just asintently; no
lovers were ever more focused on one another.

She cocked and raised therifle, which wasn't even fitted with a scope, just iron sights. A few of the
men backed farther away from the cone of fire surrounding the gunnery sergeant. That pissed me off, 0|
ddiberately took afew steps closer to the duel. Something about this girl inspired confidence that she
was no more likely to blow away a spectator than the gunnery sergeant.



Goforth had his own concerns: “If you haveto miss” he said so softly that it didn’t even sound like
him, “please tuh make it high?’” He smiled with an effort. The request seemed reasonable enough.

Arlene said nothing. Shelifted therifle nice and dow. She didn’t make uswait; she pounded out a
shot, and the apple was blown off Goforth’s head. Corporal Stout ran over and picked it up. It was il
mostly in one piece, but there was agratifying furrow alittle high off the center.

After along moment, during which no one said aword, Goforth walked up to Arlene Sanders. Putting
hands on his hips, he made abig show of ingpecting her high-and-tight, whilewe dl held our breath.

Goforth bent down, examined her right side, left side, back, front, then looked her evenly in the eye,
winked and nodded. “It’syou, Private,” he said. And | was pretty damned sure he wouldn’t be calling
her “missy” again. Shedidn’t miss, you see.

Some of the boystook to calling her Will, though.
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The odds againgt Arlene' ssurviva in this hellish maelstrom were astronomica; but then, so they were
againgt mine. Hope that she might have made it kept me going; fury at the thought of her death spurred
me to action. Maybe just when | was running out of steam, the need for revenge would inspire Y ours
Truly.

Asif to test my newfound resolve, Phobos threw some more at me. Glancing down, | saw that the
access shaft did not descend the full six storiesrequired to reach the nuclear plant. The ladder ended ina
few ragged shreds of meta; an explosion had cut off the rest of that route.

Of course, | could always get to the nuclear plant levd redly fast, solong as| didn’t mind the sudden
stop at the end.

“Damn, | knew thiswastoo good to betrue,” | said out loud. Just before running out of ladder, | saw
athick, metal hatchway leading to the next level down.

It looked solid, heavy; apressurelock held it shut; | would have to spin the whedl to open the door, a
happy trick when the ladder ended a couple of rungs above the hatch.

For amoment | was stymied. | could just barely reach the whed by hanging one-handed from the last
rung; but | had no leverage ... | couldn’'t turn it to save my life. | took a deep breath, closed my eyes, and
thought for severa seconds.

Jesus—what am |, stupid al of asudden?| rotated around the ladder, lowered mysdlf until my lower
legs poked through the last hole, then dowly let my body down until | dangled upside down from my
knees. Now | had the leverage; dl it took was muscle.

| cranked the whedl clockwise, loosening it until it spun frely. | wrestled open the door—and now for
the hard part.

Holding tight to the whedl of the now-open door, | straightened my legs, dropping heavily asthe
whed spun. | dung toit grimly, swinging back and forth until | finaly stopped swinging.

| edged around the door, caught the corresponding whed on theinsde and swung myself up and into
the shaft. | lost nothing but any desire | might have had to take my name to heart and become a Human
Fly as a career path.

The access shaft led meinto atunnd where the light was crappy again, flickering on and off like some
scko nightclub. It wastall enough to stand, and | did.

After five meters| decided thiswasthe weirdest stretch of architecture yet. The light waslousy, but it
was good enough to make out the walls—plain and gray with an oddly rough-hewn surface, asif hacked
out of the rock with amagic ax.

Large, rectangular designs everywhere gave the feding of acolossa cemetery. More than anything
else, the strong impression of something truly ancient and evil permested the narrow corridor. Alien, and
yet familiar somehow. It was asif I’ d been cast ingde the oldest labyrinth in the universe and would
gpend therest of my life trying to find my way through the maze.

Damn imagination acting up again .. memory was better; at least it gave me something to hold on to. A
link to the past, a better past.

Then | saw old Gunnery Sergeant Goforth, walking down the corridor in my direction. Thefailing light
made it difficult to make out skin tones; but the smooth, purposeful way he waked made methink he
couldn’'t beazombie.

It was Gunny Goforth—and he was divel

“Gunny!” | shouted, ecdtetic to have findly found another live onein this nightmare.

Hedidn't answer; my God, that should have told me something.

Heraised hisold .30-99 and aimed it right a my chest. | threw myself to the floor just asthe bullet
seared over my head.

“Damnyou to hell!” | shouted, outraged that the universe had decided to foist anew, improved
zombie on me. Too late; I’ m sure he aready was—and mewith him.



This new horror seemed even more unfair than that crazy brown monster with the spikes. I d settled
into anice, predictable pattern about what to do with zombies. No fair changing the rules now!

Hey, Gunny, you're dill apd.

He marched straight for me, no deviations, no ducking, no turning sideways to make amore difficult
target. An obliging guy in hisway. Of course, he was working the bolt on his sniper rifle, trying to blow
my head from Phobos back to Earth.

| didn’t just lie on the floor, waiting for that unacceptable outcome. | had plans of my own.

Inlife, Gunny Goforth could shoot—hell, could shoot the apple off ayoung Marine s head. In degth,
he shot better than dl the other zombies. And he blinked.

| rolled back and forth, waiting until he was ten meters away; then | shouldered the riot gun and
Squeezed.

It was the biggest mess I’ d made on this godforsaken rock of amoon so far. The splatter was sort of
an artigtic satement. But | must have gotten something in my eye. | kept blinking, but it wouldn’t go
away.

Somebody was laughing, sort of a crazy, whacked-out cackle. “ Shut up!” | screamed at the jokester,
wiping my cheeks. The laughter stopped, and only then did | realize the mirth was courtesy of a poor
jarhead named Fly.

Thiswasno good. | had to get a handle on the Situation. Running multiplication tablesin my head
helped me chill while | scavenged Goforth's pack for ammo. My breething dowed to something sane,
and my heartbesat took alicking but kept on ticking.

Infact, | wasso calm | barely blinked when awhirring, metallic skull sailed past my head.

Thistime | was sure my imagination was off on awild toot. I’ d never done hallucinogens as akid, and
it just wasn't fair for my imagination to suggest a giant, white skull had gone flying past (on itsway to the
demonic head shop, no doubt). So | made aded with my imagination: if it didn’t throw any more
Halloween baloons at me, I'd giveit abreak when it wanted to go traipsing down memory lane. | can be
far.

I ran like amadman up the corridor, jogging acouple of times. Whatever it was, I'd lost it for now.

Emerging into a big open room made me fed more claustrophobic. That might sound fairly nutty but
you' d have to see this place for yourself. | wasn't bothered by the incredibly high, arched celling,
supported by grotesque pillars that would be more at homein some ancient palacein India. No, what
bothered me was that this huge room wasfull of barrels of that noxious, green liquid | thought I’ d left
behind—and good riddance.

The empty, cavernous room was a perfect place for acongregation of Halloween goblinsand dl
species of zombie, fast and dow, dull and the cognitive dite.

No sooner had this unpleasant thought crossed my cranium than the floodgates opened and they
gtarted pouring into the room from al directions.

| shrank back into the shadows, trying to look dead and mindless; it worked for afew moments.. .
none of the zombies seemed to notice me.

Thereredly wasn't time for a sanity check, but | ran aquick one anyway. I’ d read about a mental
condition or aphilosophy (I forget which) caled solipssm: you think of something, and it happens. The
ultimate case iswhen you think you're al that exigts, and the whole universeisyour dream. Man, | was
ready to buy into that, if only | could dream away these monsters as quickly as| seemed to befilling up
thisroom with them!

Wadll. .. what can | lose? 1 closed my eyes and concentrated real hard, wishing away the bogeymen.

While | wasthus occupied, | was blown off my feet by an explosion and searing hest right over my
head. Opening my eyesto excruciating pain, | discovered | wasn't aone on the floor: whatever had
blown me down got the nearest few zombies aswell.

| decided that solipsism was aload of crap.

And when | looked up, my old friend was back, the crusty, brown monster with ivory-white spikes.. .
. and he' d brought his buddies. They watched me stagger to my feet, and they laughed.

Then one of them wound up and threw something, some sort of mucus ball that burst into blood-red



flames asit |eft the cresture’ s hand. | dived across a burned zombie, and the flaming phlegm spun me
buttocks over boots.

| looked for aweapon, aglint of metal, atube, something! But no, these demons were actually
producing the fire with their bare hands. . . and their aim was deadly.

The mongters hissed, pointing directly at Y ours Truly; then the zombies noticed mefor thefirst time
and began shooting. They weren’t too particular about innocent zombies getting in the way, either—and
whenever one zombie would shoot another, or ademon would pelt abunch with aflaming mucus ball,
the mongter victimswould turn on their monster dlies, completely forgetting about me. Whilel ran
screaming from one Side of the room to the other, | filed that little datum somewhere in the back of my
brain for future use.

Now the room wasredly filling up with at least a dozen zombies and three lesthery demons. . . and
again | dived to the sde asawhirring, screaming hunk of sted buzzed my helmet. Thistime therewasno
mistake: it was agoddamned flying skull with flaming rocket exhaust spewing out the back. It turned and
banked, trying to mow me down and chew me up with razor-sharp, stedl teeth, like one of those wind-up
“chattering skulls’ gone mad.

But the fireballs were the main problem; the brown demons were alot tougher than the zombies.
Suddenly, | was grateful for the pillars; they provided cover, at least. Making a mad dash for the nearest,
| fired off the shotgun a the remaining zombies.

Catching my bresath, | risked running to the next pillar. Thistime afireball amost fried me. Therewas
just no way | could get to the demons from here without being toasted . . . and the shotgun range was too
short to pop them where | crouched.

Whilel dithered, | heard awhirring behind me, then a harsh, iron screech. Sure enough, the flying
skull had sailed around the pillars and spotted me again.

| can take care of you at least, you F/X reject! | whipped the riot gun around and fired from the hip,
not even taking timeto am.

It wasthe best mistake of my life.

The little bugger skittered out of theway; | tried to track as| fired, and | popped one of the toxic
barrelsinstead.

It exploded with aterrific concussion, kicking mein the body armor like amule and tearing off a
chuck of my kevlar vest. The skull vanished in aspray of metal gears and exploding JP-5.

Almost immediately, my bruised eardrums were assaulted by another explosion, then another and a
fourth. Five or six more barrels touched off in rapid succession. All | could think was thank God | was on
the other sde of the pillar.

An acrid cloud of blue smoke swirled around the walls and floor . . . residue from the explosive
oxidation of the toxic goo. Gasping, | peeked around the pillar at a scene of astonishing carnage.

Zombies and demons alike had been torn to shreds and strips of gray flesh, their partsmingling ina
hellish mulligatawny. The stench of athousand sour lemons permeated the room, even driving out the
horrible, burning smell of the toxic fumes. Jesus, | thought, | hope the cameras got the shot.

| climbed shakily to my feet and padded toward the door, chastened by the awesome destructive
power in those forty-gallon drums. At the edge of the room | found the only other survivor.

The demon crawled dong the ground with its hands, one leg blown entirely off and the other twisted
into acrazy angle. It leaked ydlow pus, globulesthat burst into flame as soon asthey dripped off the
mongter’ s body.

| leveled my shotgun at its head. “ Die, you dumb anima,” | said with asmile,

“Aaanimaad,” repeated the demon, “not. . .”

| paused, startled. | didn’t know they could talk.

“You'reright,” | prodded, “at least animaskill you clean or leave you adone.”

It twisted its head dl the way around to stare up a me while lying belly down on the floor. My
stomach turned at the sight. “Y ou—are aanimaals when we fix planet.”

| curled my lip, but my heart legped. Which planet wasthat? Mars? Or did thediens' plan include
Earth?“We' Il mow you down asfast as you bubble up out of the sewers, you piece of filth.”



The dien mongter laughed, opening its mouth wide enough to swallow aman’s head. “Weee throw
rocks. . . big rocks.”

Theimagewas ludicrous; but | got a premonitory shudder. Somehow, | guessed the emphasis was on
theword “big.”
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Despite my better judgment, | wastoo intrigued for the moment by the sound of pure evil pleading its
case. “Why haven't the others spoken to me? Can you al talk?’

It opened its mouth wide, exposing gumsfull of squirming ciliaand teeth that rolled and shifted
position. “Not... all ssssame, like you-mans not sssame.”

The dien crawled on abit farther. | don’t think it was trying to escape; it knew that wasimpossible. |
began to worry that it was leading me toward something. Ahead of me was a greenish sonewall carved
in bas relief with ahideous, demonic face. Somehow, | doubted that was an origind furnishing inthe
Phobos base of the Union Aerospace Corporation.

“How aren't wethe same?’ | prodded. | felt in my gut that | was on the verge of something important.

“Ssssome. . . fear,” it gagped. Its face showed no sign of distress, but | knew from the shudder that
wracked its body that it was very near degth. “ Othersss sssstrong . . . you ssstrong.”

Good Lord—wasthis dien thing admitting a grudging respect for Fy Taggart?

“Few ssstrong, like you ssstrong . . . mosst good for ssdavesss. Y ou-man ssdavesss.”

A thought buried deep behind my earsthrust itsalf forward. | was't too fatigued to pick up that dip
of the tongue; even atongue as thick and brutish asthis one. Few strong—others strong . . . there must
be other humans who were till themselves and il breathing!

When hell came to Phobos, | had to keep hope locked up in asmall space without a zip code.

| kept apoker face; the monster might be smart enough to spot my eagerness a the possibility that
oneof the living might be Arlene.

Any human survivor would change the Phobos situation dramatically: food and water were minor
problems, but | could only operate so long without deep. With no oneto stand guard, giving into
exhaugtion was suicide. But | couldn’t keep going forever; and if | couldn’t re<t, al the ammo in the solar
system would not save me.

“I’'m touched by your concern for my survivd,” | said.

“Ded,” he unexpectedly offered, ignoring the sarcasm.

“You...live youwork; you help.”

All'I had to do was work with the dien invaders and help them conquer the human race, and they
might gracioudy alow meto live asadave. Jesus, how tempting, | thought.

| decided that | liked the oneswho grunt better. What did these cregps want from me?“1’ve got a
great idea. Why don't you tell me what the hell you' re after?”

The thing laughed. The sound grated on my nerveslike aripped bagpipe. “Hel... we after,” it
declared. “ Ssssurrender . . . help; you live, you-man.”

“Asazombie?’

“You live, not deadwalk; you sssee othersss.”

“What others? Who ese survived? Did agirl survive?’

Grest, Fly; nice and subtle. Does it even know what agirl is? Doesit care?

“Youhep...you ssseeothersss.”

| stared down &t the loathsome thing. | knew | had gotten dl theintel fromit thet | could. “Let me
answer,” | said at ladt, “louder than mere words can do. Tell meif thisistough enough.”

Without another thought, | pointed the shotgun at the monster’ s upper chest and pumped around at
point-blank range. The alien jerked—then amazingly, stared up at me, ill dive by athread.

Thedien grimaced, facia musclesfindly growing rigid. Then for amoment it relaxed. “We could eat
anybody onccee,” it declared. Then it stopped moving; even the ciliain its mouth stood up straight and
froze. The demon was dead.

After catching my breath, | sarted getting angry. It was one thing to fight a human enemy, but battling
malignant demons? Every time| killed one of these humanoid things, | felt like doing a hundred more.
That might be the only good to come of thislatest encounter. Give no quarter and kill, kill, kill. Kind of



reassuring to learn that al that Marine training hadn’t been awaste of time.

Of course, therationd portion of my brain still made plans. | wanted to climb down and out of this
hangar and reach my next objective, the nuclear plant. The plant was the most dangerousitemto fdl into
enemy hands. Better it should fal into my hands.

Making onelast circuit of the zombie bodies, | scavenged for blessed ammunition. I d have killed for
adecent backpack; cometo think of it, that’s probably how | would have to get one. | was running out
of pocketsfor the ammo.

So, how to get out of the hangar? My playmates found their way in; al | had to do wasreversethe
process. Firgt thing wasto hug the wall and make anice, dow circuit of the big, ugly room.

The damned mongters bothered me alot less than the architecture changing on me. I'd never beenin
Phobos Base before, but I’ d talked to guys down on Mars who knew these installations; there was no
way this place hadn’t undergone a change as bug-nut crazy as the demonic characters themselves.

And what made that more upsetting than the monsters was the idea that the floor you walked on, the
wall you brushed againg, the damn place could turn on you and become something else. Like a cartoon
world that suddenly turns everything into rubber . . . except you.

If thiskept up, Y ours Truly was going to place hisimagination on short rétions.

| leaned againgt the wall, and suddenly it was like those old Abbott and Costello movies back
Earthsde: thewdl had ahidden door. | even tripped going through the blasted thing. In my mind alaugh
track played and played and played.

| fel into anew corridor, which | followed to arisng wal at the south end of the hal. There was
another of those crazy platforms near a hand. Ingtinct told meto give it awide berth, and who am | to
argue with my most cherished faculty? When | reached thewall, | found another switch, which | flipped.

Thewall shooooshed up, revealing adown staircase; it was an encouraging sign—the nuke plant was
down another level or two, | vaguely remembered. Cautioudy, | started down the stairs, grateful for
steady light. My reward was the biggest dime pool yet, waiting at the bottom. If only I’d remembered to
bring swvimming trunks, | could have gonein for adip. Best toxic dudgein the whole solar system right
here—come one, come dl.

Skirting the pool, pressed againgt the wall, | finaly ran out of hangar. Along the narrow corridor past
thetoxin, | found the shredded body of another one of those brown-leather, spiky demons. If it werea
talker, someone had already silenced it forever with seven or eight rounds from a Sig-Cow. Score
another for the Corps.

The bug lay against adiding door that belonged on adumbwaiter. | yanked it open, happy to take out
my frustrations on something that didn’t shoot, claw, or flame me back.

Sure enough, it was alift, barely big enough for abig guy to squeeze into. | spotted afunny mark on
thewall, asif someone had started to draw amap using abright, red paint stick—we use them to blaze
trailsin forests or urban environments. Whoever it was had been interrupted in mid-map. | sudied it for a
bit, then shrugged; whatever he wastrying to tell me got lot in the trand ation.

| scrunched inside thetiny lift, wondering which of the two buttons would take me down to the plant.
Staring at the labdls, | decided to push the one marked “Nuclear Plant.” And they say you don't get an
education in the servicel

With ajerk, thetiny lift sank, swerving and rattling dl the way, as much as screaming out, herel
come! to the whole world. Wéll, to the whole Phobos pressure zone, | guess.

| didn’t have to guess whether thisimportant part of the base had falen into enemy hands. The minute
| stepped off the platform, | was in the soup up to my neck. This particular recipe caled for more
zombiesthan | thought could be crammed into such asmall space. Cometo think of it, the space wasn't
al that smdll. | guesswhen it’ swall-to-wall corpse-sickles, it' seasy to losetrack of the finer points of
design.

For thefirst timeinmy lifel felt what it waslike to be claustrophobic from being surrounded by walls
of hu-man flesh—well, formerly human flesh. | couldn’t understand why | wasn't dead mest.

Two thingsworked in my favor: first, so many zombies were sardine-canned in the room, they could
hardly move, and most of them didn’t even know | was there. Second, it had become clear to me by



now that the only usefor brainsin azombie wasfor gray and white color contrast when you blasted their
heads like rotten fruit. Even Gunny Used-to-Be-Goforth had been operating on motor reflexes, and he
was the most dangerous one yet.

There was plenty of timeto think about such things because there was redlly nowhere for meto go,
and | waswaiting for one of them to notice me. Then one of those wonderful moments of dumb luck
added the final spiceto the soup. Another contingent of zombies trooped into storage, and one of the
shambling creeps ebowed aside another, smply trying to find somewhere to stand. In thetiny, new
space created, | noticed an undamaged map on the wall!

By thistime, I’d arrived at the conclusion that zombies were not responsible for the destroyed radio
equipment, the vandaized maps, the deliberately wasted wegpons. The advantage of attending my first
zombie convention was that there gpparently wasn't room for the demon monstersto get in here and do
their damage; the space was being used for zombie storage.

Trying to look dead on my feet—not difficult—I shambled afew metersto where | could get a better
view of the mgp—it was afull schematic of the entire station seen from the side. Unfortunately, it didn't
include overhead viewsfor each levd; but at least | could see how far down the station went. My God, it
even had aYou Are Here arrow!

| wasindeed at the nuclear plant level; above me was the hangar, while till below were the Toxin
Refinery—didn’t that sound appetizing—Command & Control, the labs, Centra Processing, and MIS.
Jesus. . . only Six more levelsto clear; | wasafraid it would be thirty!

Funny how what | was seeing triggered memories of malls and shoppers. Best not to dwell on that. . .

Somewhere in the back of my head a shrill voice screamed for meto get the hell out of that room. |
figured this Stuation wastoo lucky to last.

Without false modesty, | can say | was proven a prophet. In that sea of pale, dead faces, two dry as
dust eyes cameto rest on Y ours Truly. Hoping the unfocused eyes would continue their survey of the
room, | didn’t moveamuscle. . . which was normally what the zombies did when they had no orders
and had not spotted a human: they stood and did nothing.

Except, that is, for the one who wouldn't stop staring a me. | wasn't about to make the first move.
I’d been through alot lately but | could still count.

It seemed like this could go on forever; but then, out of nowhere, azombie-child separated itsalf from
the rest of the throng and stumbled toward me.

Jesus! For asecond | didn’t recognize that she was as dead as the rest. Seeing plenty of zombies
recruited from soldiers made it easy to forget the UAC civiliansthat had been on this base. But somehow
I’d never dreamed there would be children here.

The kid headed straight for me, mouth opening and closing but no sounds coming out. Then those
soft, wet, cold handswere rubbingonmy arm . . . and | couldn’t stifle my reflexes. | put my arm around
her to comfort her.

All hell brokeloose.

Staring-boy opened his mouth, too; but instead of

words, he belched an inarticulate roar. But he was so hemmed in by hisfellows, he couldn’t raise the
pistal in hisright hand. Impatient guy that | am, | acted: | tilted up my shotgun and squeezed the trigger.

A dead-center blast helped alot. | pumped the dide, then pounded home another shot to clear a path.

Then | wasrunning asfast and hard as| could to the left. In close quarterslike this there was no
opportunity to usetherifle. My best bet was to find elbow room where | could at least make a stand but
that wouldn’t put mein acul-de-sac. The sounds pounding in my earstold methat they were following
me, but | wasn't about to turn around and take a head count.

| ducked into an open doorway, then turned like Custer at bay. Three of the creatures shambled past,
not even noticing me—the fourth was not so obligingly stupid. It pushed through the doorway, and |
raised the shotgun.

Just before | turned that face into an explosion of red, something about it reminded me of my
grandfather. | wish that hadn’t happened. | wasdoing dl right until then.

The trouble was that every time | made careful cal culations about what | could do in terms of stamina,



willpower, and even strategy, the old emotions got completely away from me. I’ d thought | was a better
Marinethan this. Then again, they’ d never trained usfor a non-stop horror show.

| needed abreak. | needed to lie down for five minutes because my lower back waskilling me and
there was amuscle spasm in my right shoulder blade. A nice cold drink of water would have gone along
way toward cooling thefirein my brain. But seeing old Granddad’ s face on the umpteenth zombie was
the latest straw breaking the latest camel’ s back.

| couldn’t shoot. | just couldn’t! | grabbed it by its coverals and shoved it backward with
superhuman, adrendine strength.

It bowled over some of its buddies; then one in the back rank raised alever-action rifle and tried to
blow my fool head off.

| dapped the deck face first, and the bullet scorched the air, blowing apart one of the zombiesthat
had missed the turnoff afew seconds back, splattering the other two with what passes for zombie brains.

The creatures went mad. That shot must have kicked their IFF off-line, because they opened up on
their zombie brethren, who cheerfully returned fire. In seconds, every zombie was shooting wildly at
anything that moved!

| stayed very, very ill, frozen on the ground, trying as hard as | could to look like a* dead” zombie,
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When the ammo findly ran dry, the jerking bodies above me started tearing each other limb from limb,
asif auditioning for modern ballet. | seized the opportunity to roll out from under the forest of legs; the
rifle was strapped to my back, but in the chaos of the moment, | Ieft the shotgun behind.

| ran, and thistime | wasn't followed. After thirty heart-pounding seconds, | was alone with me,
mysdlf, and I. And somewhere along the route, | had stooped and grabbed a pack, one of Fox
Company’s—but | had no memory of having done so!

| was utterly lost. | silently cursed at being reduced to the Sig-Cow and wandered more or less
amlesdy ... terrified of shadows, where haf an hour ago | stalked with confidence. With just apistol
and asemi-autorifle, | avoided confrontation wherever | could.

With no map, | wasn’t sure what part of the plant | had reached; then | pushed through another of
those trick doors—I would have missed it had | not been diding dong the walls like amouse—and found
the computer room. The lights were blinking on and off, just what | needed for aheadache after
everything ese. When the light was on, it had asickly blue-green color that didn’t do my empty ssomach
any good.

Sofar as| could tdl, | wasaone here, a least in this section. | wasn't happy about the way the
corridor went up alittle ways and disappeared around a bend. | decided then and thereif | ever try to be
an architect, al my buildings would borrow from my old high school gymnasum—abig, empty space
where you can't possible hide anything. May not be much in the way of privacy, but there are advantages
al right.

Placing my back firmly againgt awall, | took inventory of the contents of my new pack. First thing that
jumped out at me was ammo for the missing shotgun. | was going to have to replace that as soon as
possible. Dude Dardier would have wanted it that way. | had some 10mm rounds for the Sig-Cow that
asofit the pigtal, abit of water or other liquid, chewing gum . . . and asmall, little metal object that
appeared to be ashiny flashlight battery. | had no ideawhat the last was, the UAC logo was printed on
the side, not the globe and eagle of the Corps emblem.

First order of business was checking theliquid. | wasworried it might be vodkaor gin or rubbing
alcohol or something other than what | wanted it most to be. But at long last | wasin for abit of good
luck: it waswater. While| took afirst grateful Sip, repressing the desire to finish it off with one gulp, |
picked up the batterylike object with my other hand. Then | redlized what it was. I’ d heard about, but
never seen, arocket thissmall.

Correction: | had seen onein aUAC weapons demo video when they were trying to sall it to the
Pentagon. (Wedidn't buy it—I wish we had!) Y eah, these were specid little babies, dl right. But no one
from Fox Company had been carrying any rocket launchers. Thiskind of ordnance was for desert
fighting. Where had thisrocket come from?

| laughed out loud. Not smart in this situation, but it was becoming a bad habit. If evil demons could
be lurking anywhere, and the walls and floors were metamorphosing into Halloween decorations, why
couldn’t there be a state-of -the-art tac rocket in aforgotten backpack? Maybe I’ d find atomahawk
next.

At least I'd stopped laughing. Therationd part of my brain was trying to figure out where | might find
arocket launcher. Made sense. | wastrying red hard to listen to the little voice that made sense. Only
trouble was that amuch louder voice was roaring from somewhere lower in the brain. It wanted meto
find the rocket launcher, too, but for aless defensible reason.

| guess |’ d been more upset by the roomful of zombiesthan I’ d realized—or maybe I’ d been this
fresked-out al along, and was only now redlizing it. My God, did | redlly want to find that missing
launcher just so | could eat arocket?

Suicideisn’'t in my nature. I'm an extrovert type, more likely to frag someone, say a certain buttheed
lieutenant, than snuff Y ours Truly. That’ s sort of ajob requirement for the Marines. The battlefield



doesn’'t cure depression.

But the tac-git here on Phobos was alot worse than a battlefield. Having to go through the same crap
over and over isjust part of life. | know guyswho have been married.

But what had happened on Phobos was so far beyond normal repetition that it turned metotaly cold
and numb. If | could just find oneliving person! That thing had said . . . had implied that someone il
lived. Jesus, if there' s such athing as the soul, then mine had been beaten black and blue.

Maybe | wasn't being completely honest with mysdlf. | could have killed mysdlf with therifle. There
are other ways, too, God bless our training. Waiting for the launcher could have been just agood excuse
for postponing the inevitable. Maybe. Or maybeif | found the launcher, | really would put the tubein my
mouth and, asthey say, “fire and forget.”

Fortunatdly, | never had to make that decision. | found something elseinstead.

| stood inalong, sted corridor that curved off to the right; the only light came from abluish,
fluorescent tube that curved along the left wall and a sporadic white overhead spot. | crept as near as
possible to one of those white-light areas.. . . somehow | felt better surrounded by more natural colors,
even though it made me more of atarget.

Then| glanced to my |eft and saw it.

| didn’t trust my eyesat first. They hadn’t been doing much to encourage trust lately. But if what | was
seeing wasred, then | wouldn't be fooling around with any more self-destructive fantasies.

Directly in front of my nose, scrawled with the same red paint stick that had started drawing amap in
the dumbwaiter, were two capitd |etters: A.S. An arrow was drawn by the same dye marker, pointing to
theright at adownward angle.

| stared at the mark, memory working furioudy. Two years back | had gone to see the old James
Mason movie, Journey to the Center of the Earth. | didn’t know who Jules Verne was—but Arlene had
ingsted. Sheloved sci-fi of any type.

We made abig event out of it. We had just come off athree-month gtint in Peru, torching coca-leaf
fields so they’ d never be processed into cocaine, and we were ready for an old-movie orgy. We didn't
usually eat junk, but for this specia occasion, we gorged on the unhealthiest popcorn we could buy, even
including black market liquid grease-buitter. | can honestly say that | have never enjoyed atrip to the
movies so much.

In the movie, Arne Saknussem, world' s greatest adventurer, was the first to explore the secrets of
Earth’ sinner world; heleaves hisinitids marked in candle soot at different levels, so anyone coming
afterward can follow hisroute. The arrows point out the path he took when the caverns branched off.

| stared at the mark. A.S—Arne Saknussen; A.S.. ..

Arlene Sanders.

My gut dropped to my boots. Arlene! Arlenewasdive? It had to be ... what other explanation was
there? Shewasdive. . . and shewas doing just what | was doing: going deeper into the station, hoping
to find aradio or another living human, or maybe her old pd, Fly. She was drilling deeper into thishell,
hoping to find away out!

Therewas no doubt in my mind: A.S. meant my bud was till dive ... or a least, she'd been dive up
to that point, dive and still hersalf. She must have survived thefirefight that killed her platoon.

All thoughts of self-destruction were wiped away in an ingtant. | felt supercharged. For thefirst time
since stepping foot on this damned space rock, | was happy! | moved forward, military discipline
reasserting itself, putting some bresks on the warrior who would still be needed for thekilling time.

Following the arrow led directly to an exit to apatio. | took it. As dwayswhen entering anew locale,
| braced for apotential zombie attack or another encounter with the monsters. But now | had anew
objective: to find Arlene—and for that, | had to find anew shotgun. Neither waited for me on the patio;
something brand new was there instead.

This one took the cake, and it was nobody’ s birthday. Picture a perfectly round spherefloating in the
air. No strings attached here. A blue sphere, as pure ablue as a perfect spring day back home, with one
extratouch: therewasaface onthisball. | didn’t have very long to gppreciate how butt-ugly the mug
was because no sooner had | registered al thisin the brain department than the sphere rushed me and



smashed into my head before | could even twitch, bursting al over Yours Truly.

| figured I’d had it. For amoment | couldn’t breathe with that weird glop al over me, running down
the length of my body, reaching thefloor so | could conveniently take a header, which | did. My first
thought was poison! | could till breathe, though, once my mouth and nose cleared.

With thefirst swdlow, | felt something cold and invigorating rush through my body. Taking adeep
breath, the air seemed cleaner and tasted better.

Suddenly, | felt grest. If thisturned out to be a strange symptom of the dien poison, | could
recommend it. Special Endorsements available from Hynn Taggart’ s coffin . . . reasonable rates. Sitting
up, | expected an attack of dizziness; but it never came. The liquid had mostly evaporated by now or
maybe absorbed into my body.

With another deep breath—which felt better than ever—I stood up. | hadn’t been poisoned—just the
opposite, in fact. This crazy floating sphere had been good for me! It was perfectly reasonable to assume
that any weird creature coming through one of the Gates would be bad, and worse, deadly to dl things
human. Discovering that lovely A.S. had been the most pleasant surprise of the day (yeah, | know day
and night are pretty tricky concepts when you' re stranded on a space rock the size of an average-sized
garbage dump); but the second piece of good news was how this blue sphere had just made mefed like
ahbilliondollars.

Now that | wasfeding like anew man, | was more dedicated than ever to the proposition of finding
Arlene and exiting the nuclear plant. Easier said; Arlene' sarrow pointed me to the blue sphere—but was
that al? Maybe | should follow the arrow down the computer-room corridor, | thought, and forget the
door leading to the patio. Then again, maybe she didn’t even see the hidden door, and | just ssumbled
through it, misreading her arrow.

| returned to the computer room and headed in the direction of Arlene’ s arrow. After twenty minutes
of winding through the maze, | ended up right back at the arrow again! “Well, that wasared
braingorm,” | grumbled.

| decided to leave asmall mark of my own, asmple F, next to her initiaswhenever | found them.
Thiswould prevent my mistaking one mark for the next—and anyone el se, Arlene or maybe the “Ron”
twins, who came thisway again would know he was not alone.

| followed her mark again, thistime picking adifferent route; and at last | made eye contact with some
company, however unwelcome. One of the familiar brown monsters with the painful, white spikes was
eating something, its back to me.

Up to now I’ d been spared seeing them est. It sat on atable, hunched over, making hard, crunching
noises. | caught a glimpse of something red initsjaws asit turned its head to the Sde; fortunately, it didn’t
check itsSix.

If I"d found another shotgun by now, | would have blasted the blasphemy from behind . . . but
sometimesfrugration isthe father of fortune, for suddenly | heard awhole bunch of the bastards walking
right past me—on the other sde of the thin, computer-maze wall.

If I had followed my gut instincts and shot the demon-ic son of abitch, | would have been ambushed.
Shaking from aretroactive adrendine rush, | silently told myself that my objectives wereto find Arlene
and get the hell out of here, off Phobos, and find aradio somewhere!

Then athought hit melike aton of dag. Arlenewouldn’t bother taking timein thishellhole to scribble
her mark unless she had a damned good reason. Not just to point out the sphere—if she knew it was
there, she' d have used it hersdlf like agood soldier.

The only logica conclusion wasthat the arrow pointed the way out of the nuclear plant—the way
Arlene San-ders had aready gone. Like Arne Saknussen, she marked her own trail for al who followed.
Sowhy hadn’t | found it? Same way Arlene missed the patio door: there had to be another hidden

door nearby that | had missed.

Third time' sthe charm. The damned door couldn’t have been more than five feet from the one | had
found. One good push and it was open, leading to a beautiful piece of straight, well-lit corridor that
reached its end with aclean, massive meta door that had printed on it the welcome letters
EXIT—obvioudy aholdover from the plant’s mundane days as a hangout for humans. Feeling bold and



unstoppable, | walked right up to that door and discovered that it required acomputer key card before it
would blessthe londy traveler with an open sesame.
Gresat. Now | could be miserable again.
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Something I’ d learned at age fourteen: when your mind isworking, don't give it areason to stop. I'd
reasoned it out thisfar, fitting piecesinto place. Why should | be stopped by one minor impediment?

When you wel come thoughts, they come. There had been something wrong about the sound of the
crunching from the monster that was eating. At first | was certain it was chowing down on the remains of
one of my comrades; but now | realized the sound was al wrong, too high, too sharp. And when | saw
the color code on the EXIT door—bright red—I acted on my hunch.

| didn’t want to run into any more of those monsters, so | took it nice and easy getting back to the one
having its Happy Med; with that troop trooping around some-where, slence was definitely golden. My
main concern was that he might be gone. | needn’t have worried.

Now | know why God invented bayonets.

The thing died gurgling without a scream, aroar, or agunshot to cal mongters from the vasty deep. |
missed my chanceto find out if | had another intellectual demon.

Flipping it onits back, | saw something red in its mouth—a clear, red, plastic computer key card on
which it had been chewing. Next to it was apile of plastic cards, mangled beyond repair, small red and
blue globs suggesting the remains of more key cards. Fortunately, the onel carefully fished out of its
mouth was dtill in one piece.

Thered card worked,; the exit door did open, revealing an access ladder. | climbed down as quietly
as| could. .. but | ill hadn’t found a new shotgun.

Thetoxin refinery; such alovely name. The dump was another step down, in more ways than one. At
first it seemed asthough I’ d entered a zone of peace and tranquility. Greeting me was a wide-open space
lit by asun lamp 0 bright that for amoment | thought | was back on Earth in the middle of a pleasant
afternoon. The abundance of weird-looking machinery raised my suspicions, however; | could easily
imagine monsters and zombies urking behind equipment of that Sze.

As| beganto explorethe area, | was grateful for thefirst sght of abarre full of thetoxic dudge. I'd
certainly changed my mind about green dime! Now that | knew the stuff was as explosive as nitro, finding
it was like coming across another weapon.

| searched frantically for another mark by Arlene. | remembered another afternoon we spent at the
rec-hd| flicks. We watched one of those mad scientist movies, and the laboratory was stuffed with more
switches and levers than humanly possible. The more | checked out the toxin refinery, the more it seemed
like that make-bdlievelab.

Not al the switches had to be activated by hand, either. | made that discovery when | walked past a
green section of wall, the color of aripe avocado. Theimmediate whirring sound had me spinning around
and ready for action. But nothing was coming to get me thistime. The motion detector | had just
activated stimulated my memory. CNET used to show ustraining videos, and | remembered that Union
Aerospace used movable architecture to trangport the liquid metas extracted from Phobos ore.

| watched the corridor behind me dowly shift out of sight; it sure beat the hell out of coming into a
room and finding stone and meta that had grown scales or pulsing veins. No horror faces here! The bad
part was that as the physical layout changed, the corridors would redlign; the route in was no longer the
route out.

With so many hidden triggers, | never knew when | was going to shift everything dl over again.
Stepping on aland minewould be alot worse; but this Situation was till unpredictable enough to be a
magjor painintheass. | tried avoiding the sensor eyes, but they were too well hidden. Once amotion
detector activated, | couldn’t undo it; | had to loveit or lumpit.

When | tossed out the old religious baggage, | thought my superstitions had gone with it. Well,
Phobos might not drag me back where the nuns wanted me, but it did reintroduce meto every
superdtition | ever had asakid.

So thefirst thought that leapt to mind when something cold brushed my face was Ghosts! Periphera



vison warned me something was definitely there; but when | turned to faceit, dl | saw wasablur.

| was till debating when something big and fast knocked me on my ass. | ill couldn’t seeit, but |
figured any ghost that can knock you down isaghost you can return the favor to.

Jesus and Mary, did | missthat shotgun now! The wide blast dispersion was tailor-made for shooting
something you can't see. But if theriflewasadl | had, theriflewaswhat I'd use. | wasaMarine, damn
it—and every Marineisariflemanfirg.

Scrambling back from where I’ d been attacked, | readied my Sig-Cow, aimed at nothing in particular,
and waited for thefirst blurring of vision that meant either | was having astiroke or I’ d found anew kind
of monger.

Thewdl in front of mewent alittle watery, like something insubgtantiad wasin front of it. Without
garing and losing it, | fired four quick taps.

| expected to draw blood; | didn’'t expect an explosion. The ghost screamed and seemed to collapse;
| wasn't sure. Then something hot and heavy pounded me from behind, and | finally tigged what had
redlly happened: more damned fireballers Thefirst shot had missed me and killed my “ghogt.”

| whirled around, diving sSideways, two spikys, two zombies, one big barrel of dudge. Ignoring the
mongters, | concentrated fire on the stationary barrdl. It took a couple of rounds then exploded
spectacularly.

| wondered if my “intellectua” demon could spell

KA-BOOM?

| approached cautioudy and examined the remains. At least the aliens' blood was red and the internd
organs bore a strong resemblance to human plumbing. Just beyond the primary gore site | noticed
another tangle of human armsand legs.

Catching my breath, | went closer. It was arelief when | saw the bits and pieces were from zombies;
for amoment, I’ d been worried.

It was Christmas when | saw the riot gun clutched in one severed hand . . . but it was Vadenting s day,
hearts and flowers, when | spotted the missing rocket launcher!

The shotgun was alittle fancier than the last riot gun, amore old-fashioned modd. It took the same
twelve-gauge, but it also had amuzzle device so you could adjust the pattern spread for close work or
far.

| allowed mysdlf to fed red gratitude for the zombies, who were turning out to be my best pals. If not
for them, | wouldn't have a single functiona weapon. Even when the aliens deliberately destroyed radios,
maps, and anything el se decorative or useful, they had to keep their zombies armed. We don't come
equipped with claws or armor plate. At least, not we guys.

Looking around, | was disappointed there was no one else to shoot. Then, asif receiving agood
gradefor ajob well done, | spotted the glimmer of another A.S. on adistant wall.

| rantolook. It was! Arlene had come through again. Once again the arrow showed me where to go,
and | wasn't complaining. It seemed like she had an uncanny knack for shadowing the demons until she
found the way down.

Clipping the rocket launcher to my webbing gave me an odd fedling. | had thought to useit to frag
mysdlf; but Arlene and her Magic Markers changed that plan.

The rocket launcher was serious firepower. This one looked in good shape, but it didn’'t have the two
pre-loaded rockets that were standard issue. | was going to have to make my one rocket round count. |
loaded up then let it dangle.

Armed for very big bear, | followed Arlene s arrow through anarrow opening; | could barely squeeze
past. The UAC designers evidently did not have big men wearing combat armor in mind when they built
the“Manud Vertilift Bypass Route.”

The doorway led to aspiral escalator down. It was not operating, so | crept down as silently as
possible ... not very.

The escalator led down to the Command Control level, as| recalled from the map | had seen above.
C& C wasthe nerve center; if there were any working radiosin the facility, that’ swhere | expected to
find them.



Oncethere, | wondered if it had been worth the trip. The architecture of this place was the most
depressing yet, heavy, gray, very much in the style of military garrisonsfrom World War 11. | had to
wonder why any human would build thick, fortified walls deep ins de Phobos—if ahuman had. Maybe
weinherited this, too.

Making my way down the longest corridors | had seen yet, | was struck by the grotesque
combination of black moments from human history with the inhuman qualities of theinvader. A heavy
whiff of diesel fumes had me coughing so badly | had to stop and catch my breath. Diesdl fumes? That
couldn’t beright. But that’ swhat | had smelled.

My footsteps echoed so loudly, they sounded like mortars. | was glad when | reached the first open
space, if only because the echoes wouldn’t be deafening. The kind of stone forming the floor changed,
and the higher ceiling gave the sound somewhereto go.

| was at the edge of ahuge room, shrouded in darkness except for acouple of shafts of bright light
shining through glass skylights. | don’t know whether there were spots behind the glass or whether | was
seeing actud daylight; but the squares of brilliance it up two spots as bright as freaway construction Sites.

One of the two bright-lit squares contained atable; on top of the table was an AB-10 machine pistal.
God, did | want that pistol! | could dmost tasteit. | stared from the doorway, trying to estimate the odds
that the pistol was bait for atrap; | kept getting an unacceptably high probability.

Turning in the opposite direction, | crept dong thewall, rolling each step, just asthey’ d taught usin
SERE School and Survinfil. Every few steps | stopped abruptly, listening for someone shadowing my
footsteps.

| tracked the wall to theleft, followed it for aright turn, and findly approached a hulking machine of
some sort that almost touched thewall, leaving adight gap. | did through the gap assilently as| could
and poked my head out.

Wheat | saw made me smile grimly. Behind apile of boxes, ten feet past the machine pistol, were no
fewer than a dozen of those brown spinyswho would never make Smokey the Bear’ s Chrismaslist.
They were hiding behind the boxes, staring greedily at the well-lit gun and waiting for someone stupid
enough to march up and try to grab it.

Allow meto introduce mysdf, . .

| let my new shotgun dangle, shouldering the mini-rocket-launcher instead. | only had one round, and |
had never fired one of those things before; my first shot would have to be adamned good one.

| closed my eyes and visualized the UAC sales video: raise range finder; grab plastic propellant tag
and pull—which mixesthe volatiles and incidentaly engages the primer firing pin; thumb-off safety; am
and squeezetrigger. Pulling the trigger halfway produced atiny, red laser dot; | lovingly moved it across
to St directly on the rump of the biggest demon.

One of the other demons noticed the spot and reached out to touch it. | squeezed the trigger the rest
of theway.

The rocket exploded with abang so loud, | thought | would be permanently deaf. While my ears il
rang, | dropped the rocket-launcher and retrieved my scattergun.

| humped toward the remains of the ambush crew; there were afew survivors, crawling dong the
ground looking for their legsand arms. | put them out of my misery.

| counted thirteen heads and fourteen left arms, so | must have dipped adigit somewhere. Shotgunin
hand, | dowly approached the AB-10, dert for a second line of attack.

| was still seven meters away when | heard the sound, and it was abad one; the worst oneyet ... a
low, piglike growl, asnuffling sound turning into awet, animaistic grunt. | froze, the image of agiant boar
filling my mind. Slowly, | backed away from the AB-10. | did not want to meet whatever made that
noise.
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Damn! | thought, furiousthat even after ex-pending my only rocket, | couldn’t get the machine pistal; |
was right back where | started, except one rocket lighter. | had squandered my gift! | felt like the guy
who found alamp that would grant one wish, and he says, “ Jeez, | wish | knew what to wish for.”

I moved on, warier than before. The smplicity of the layout and the big blocks of stone made secret
doorslesslikely here, dthough | would pause occasiondly and try pushing againgt anything that looked
remotely promising. The fact that the alien monsters had set atrap worried me; as | went deeper into the
base, it seemed like they were getting smarter.

| was becoming concerned that | hadn’t found any more messages from Arlene. Was| il following
her trail, or did | take awrong turn?

Through adoorway arch, | found another room with alight blue motif. The UAC logo was repeated
regularly, over and over, in thefloor; evidently, | was back in original, human architecture.

Theroom contained anumber of kiosks, four that | could see. As | neared the center kiosk | must
have triggered another of those motion detector switches. All the doors began to rise as one. A filth of
dienstumbled out, and thistime | had no rocket and no convenient barrels of toxin.

| fired aquick shell, dropping one; then therest fell on melike ravenousin-laws. | dropped the
shotgun to the ground and barely managed to swing my semi-auto Sig-Cow up to take the shock asthe
firg dien hitme

The damned thing impaled itself on my bayonet—but it was too stupid to die! It clawed forward,
stopped only by the bayonet hilt, and grabbed my padded shoulders with death-grip talons, dragging me
back againgt thewall.

Saved my hide, it did. The dien’ sbroad back shielded me asits brethren flung their fiery, mucus
wads, thefireballs burst, spraying flaming, red liquid that dribbled down my dance partner’ slegsto pool
on the ground, lighting the room with ahellish, red glaze. | fired nine or ten times, findly blowing ahole
clean through the dien ... agory loophole through which | turned on the rest.

| guessthey refused to believe that the firewads weren't frying me; they stubbornly kept throwing
them, ignoring the burning pool around the feet of thefirst, dead mongter. | got lucky; two of the diens
jostled, then turned on each other, fang and claw. The weakened survivor fell to asingle shot from my
Sig-Cow . . . abruptly, | redlized | was aone with two hundred kilos of alien brochette on my bayonet.
What alifel

Evidently, | had not met all my playmatesyet. | decided | liked it that way.

The room had acentra kiosk, which | entered. There was ablue security card in there. | grabbed it
on the chance I’d find ausefor it. Then it was back to the search for signs of Arlene.

Edging up ashalow set of steps, | finaly found Arlene' snext A.S. and arrow. Grinning, | followed
her trail through aroom stuffed with computers. Most of these centers had the same basic floor plan; but
| was absolutely, one hundred percent unprepared to encounter a freaking swastikal Some sick joker
had arranged eight Cray 9000s to form the “crooked cross’ that a certain Austrian corporal had
appropriated in the middle of last century. Maybe it was a coincidence, but | doubt it.

Thiswasal getting alittle too weird for me. The River Styx, zombies, demons, flaming skulls.. . . what
kind of intelligence was behind this? Whatever it meant, | decided not to think about it.

| could easily have gone through the computer room without noticing, but an undamaged map to the
section made it impossible to ignore the swastika floor plan. My adventure with the kiosk had been dead
center inthelargest circle. Aboveit and dightly to the left was the swastika of the computer room.
Walking through, one might figure it out. At certain angles one couldn’t help but recognize that the
blood-red design of the floor had a certain association. The map was likeadap in the face.

It barely bothered me when | triggered another of those damned motion detectors. They were
becoming routine by now. Of course, there was aways some element of surprise. Inthis case, the
swadtika-crays lowered into the floor, real dow with agrinding sound like the bones of amillion dead



being rendered to powder, and | expected to see soul-shattering horror. Instead, | won another jackpot.

I’d just found two boxes of rockets, fiveto abox. And | found ayellow security card with anote that
if | weretrying to find the card where it was supposed to be, north of the “maze” at the northwest corner
of theingalation (maze? talk about feding like atrapped rat), well, | wouldn't find it there because it was
here instead. Safe and sound with the rockets. The notewassigned A.S!

Man, | was going to have alot of questionsfor that girl when | found her. It was hard enough staying
divewithout going to alot of trouble for ahypothetica fellow soldier, who on awild off-chance might il
be breathing and putting one foot in front of the other. She had performed incredible fests here. As
Arlenefound sup-plies dong the way—everything from weapons and ammo to these ugly key
cards—she took only what she could carry and stowed the rest where athinking man might find it.

Anyway, theleast | could do under the circumstances was load the battery-sized rockets into my
pack (aside from the two | loaded into the launcher), pocket the yellow card next to the blue one, and
blow this horror show.

| ran into one minor obstacle along theway. | should say | avoided it; | was just about to barge
through aflimsy, narrow door, en route to the exit from Command Control, following Arlene slatest
arrow, when | heard the horrible pig sound to which I’ d taken an instant hatred. Thistimeit was
accompanied by heavy footfals suggesting tons of flesh waddling ponderoudy in the artificid gravity of
the base. These pig noises were doppier, wetter, deeper than before.

Part of me wanted to kick in that door and face the cresture; part of me had had enough. | had
rockets; from the sound, this pig thing was made of flesh and blood—plenty of both to spare.

Therational part of me said I’ d probably find out sooner rather than later whether | could kill this new
monster or not. Why raceit to the grave?

While | was having this debate with mysdlf, the pig thing thumped-thumped on past the door. | waited
afew more breathless minutes, then opened the door a crack and listened. Nothing.

But theinstant my book crossed the threshold, | heard awarning grunt from my right, down the
black-dark halway, followed by a heavy, meaty tread accelerating toward me like amain battle tank.

| could barely make out a bulky shape shambling out of the night to starboard; but directly in front of
my nose was a heavy, armored door, a pressure hatch, rimmed with blue lights. | bolted acrossthe
corridor, jamming my hand in my pocket and fishing out both key cards.

Thefirst onel tried turned out to be yellow. The door buzzed angrily, and | began to smell the rotten
stench of corruption that comes from animal s that chow-down on decayed carrion.

Swallowing panic, | yanked out the yellow and inserted the blue. The door chimed and ponderoudly
rolled up; | darted through, undung my scattergun, and waited, shaking, for the Thing Without a Name.

The heavy security door rolled shut, mocking me with itslethargy. Fortune loved methistime; dow as
the door was, the nightmare was just that much dower. The door shut, and the frustrated pig-thing beet
on the heavy meta and howled itsrage and hunger.

And il | hadn’t seen even one of thethingsin thelight.

Kneeswesk, | followed atrail of three marks and three arrows to the next door—which wanted the
ydlow card, surprisingly enough. Thisdoor led to alift that wasn't working, naturally; but the open shaft
had guide cables dong the Sdes, and that was good enough for the human Fly. | did down amost fifty
meters before finding another open lift door.

I swung through the hatch and saw the level-schematic on the wall; Welcome to Phobos Laboratories.

Five minutesin the Phobos Iab convinced me that Command Control hadn't been al that bad. It
didn’t escape me that every time | went to anew center, it was aleve farther down than the previous
one. Living conditions were not improving, not by along shot. However, none of that redly mattered. If
Arlene had comethisway, then sowould I. | had to find her; | had to find any other human survivors,

All of thismade alot of senseto meintelectudly. Emationdly, | waswilling to jettison honor, duty,
and loydty and run like athief as| contemplated my first real swimin the toxic goo. Semper fi, Mac.

I’d talked mysdlf into wading through the toxin way up above, and the protective boots that were part
of the armor szzled like bacon on the griddle. But the materid was plenty thick, and the corrosive liquid
hadn’t reached my tender flesh yet. And like last time, there was no way around the horrible stuff.



Got to be some way to avoid full body immersion, | thought. But without a heavy-duty flashlight thet |
didn’'t have and wouldn’t dare show if | did, damned if | could find it.

Arlene sarrow pointed across the pool. Grudgingly, | had to admit there was no way to proceed
without alittle swvim.

| was damned glad for the edge that blue face-sphere had given me when it exploded all over me,
making mefed hedlthier than | havein years. If ever | needed that edge, it was now.

| took adeep breath. Then | took afew more. Man, | did not want to do this! But it wasthe only way
to get past awall that blocked me from going any farther dong the trail Arlene blazed; | had to go under
the damned thing. Thinking of how much | hated monsters from beyond the stars, | splashed down.

Only one advantage over before: thistime, | was prepared for the freezing pain, so it wasn't quite as
unexpectedly horrible. Just athrobbing ache that sapped my strength, leaving me enervated and gasping
for breath. Oneway or the other, the swim wasn't going to last very long. The toxin glowed with an
eerie, green phosphorescence, and the light helped alittle. It showed me ametdlic object that | would
have missed otherwise.

| snagged it in passing, asmall, hand-szed television thing, showing aghostly schematic.

If | struggled, | could pretend the liquid was nothing but an dgae-infested swvimming hole I’ d haunted
asakid. Yes, | wanted to think about water instead of the thick, toxic crap | wasin right now.

Thewall did not extend dl the way to the bottom of the pooal. | pinched my nose, squeezed my eyelids
tight, and ducked undernesth. | was garting to tremblein theicy liquid; | fet sck, likeamonger flu.

Then | surfaced asfast asthe law of buoyancy alows, grabbing the opposite catwalk, and the swim
was over. Air never tasted better, even the stinking stuff in this place. Two or three breathslater, | put the
breathing filter back in place. Too bad | hadn't had afull environment suit with its own oxygen supply,
but I’ d dready regretted that absence before and nothing came of it. A Marine couldn’t have everything.

For example, | couldn’t keep the blue glow forever. | had taken it for granted until | realized what this
swim could mean. Now | felt sapped and drained. | wasal set to curse my lousy luck until | redized
something very important: without that earlier boost to my system, this dunk in the dudge would have
killed me.

So what about Arlene? Could she have come thisway? Could | have passed her body in the green
murk? Had to think this through—there was no arrow immediately beyond the toxin; maybe shefound a
better route. She might have adecent flashlight or light-amp goggles so she could see. Or she might have
hed afull environment suiit.

Or what the hell, maybe she had atouch of the blue medicine show. There were al kinds of ways she
could have survived.

But maybe shedidn’t. | refused to think about it.

It wastimeto move on.
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| was back to trusting the old Fly ingtincts again. There were plenty of more unreliable things, such as
any decision by Lieutenant Weems. Hadn’t thought of Weemsfor awhile. My lip curled; Weemswas
probably the first zombie; reworking him would take the least amount of effort.

| felt something in my hand. | sared—thething I’ d fished out of the dudge! | held it up close, staring
in confusion. Then it clicked—it was amap, avideo schematic of thelabs. Jesusand Mary ... | guess
even the greenest cloud can have aslver-screen lining.

| decided to follow the same road map I’ d been on for severd levels now: down, down, down ... no
reason to stop. | might aswell see what was at the very bottom level—which, according to themap I’d
seen in the nuclear plant, was the main computer station, two floors down. But in the absence of Arlene
marks, I’d have to plan the route mysdif. . . just as soon as | could make tops and bottoms out of my
new toy.

| suddenly felt awave of weakness and fever; | hoped | hadn't already given mysdlf a death sentence
fromthetoxin.

Phobos Lab was dark. Phobos Lab stank like an open sawer. But if there was anything left of the
origina ingalation here, then medica supplies had to be near a hand, if they hadn’t been lft in the
typical condition of gunsand radio sets. | picked that asmy firg priority; | needed an dl-purpose
antitoxin and asimulant.

Leaning against awall for support, | found awegponslocker the hard way: | leaned againgt it and the
door collapsed inward.

Gung | pawed through my treasure trove, scooping up as much ammo as| could shove into my
pack. Then | stared in reverence; beneath the shells and bullets rested a state-of -the-art, AB-10 machine
pistol. The question was, did it still work after scores of zombies and spinys had monkeyed with it?

| checked it out, cleaned the barrel, then reloaded it. | dmost pulled the trigger to do the only test that
redly counts, but stuck to my origina policy of not making any more noise than was absol utely required.

| cleaned the machine pistol asthoroughly as| could before adding it to my arsend. Therewaslittle
doubt of thisletha package receiving atest real soon, with ared target, and hopefully with amargin of
error to try something elseif it failed. The best choice might be to have the pistol in one hand and the
shotgun in the other. Nothing wrong with insurance, even if it made mefed abit likeaWild West
gunfighter.

As| stood, shifting the backpack to be more comfort-able and finding a place for al the wegpons, a
sudden attack of dizziness hit melike agrenade. Medicd attention had just become my number-one
priority again.

| studied my hand map, working the buttons to make the pretty picture dide up and down. First task
wasto find me—no helpful “Y ou Are Here€” on this puppy. At last | found thewall crossing atrench ...
no sign of toxic dudge on the map, of course.

| must have been living right, because the nearest infirmary—marked with ared cross—was located
just aquarter klick away, spitting distance. | found it, and there wasn't asingle monster doctor or devil
nurse. Here I’ d been expecting atypica medica establishment and was pleasantly surprised.

And there were lights, thefirst fully operationa light I’ d found in the complex. If the lights had
survived, maybe the doctoring stuff was sill here and intact.

| ressted theimpulseto cross my fingersas | unlatched and opened the first promising cabinet.
Mother lode. . . thanks, Mom. | removed aMedikit with the seal still unbroken and popped her open.
Inside were bandages, antitoxin compounds, even ointment for burns. (My face dtill felt ashot asif | had
asunburn, for which I could thank afireball instead of aweekend at the beach.)

| found aclean room, ametal table next to amirror, al kinds of light, even ashower cubicle. It was
timefor Dr. Taggart to make ahouse call.

| didn’t do too badly, redly. First off, | locked the doors, turned out al the lights except the onein the



room with the table and the shower, placed the shotgun right up against the stall, where | could grabitin
asecond, and, facing the closed office door the entire time and leaving the shower door gar, | took the
risk of bathing.

Sick as1’d been feding snceimmersaing mysdf in the ooze, the mere act of washing it dl awvay made
mefed consderably better. | turned the nozzle for Hot up ashigh as| could stand it and felt the cutsand
bruises sting, then fed better. My burned face didn’t get anything out of the shower but pain, but the rest
of my body was doing too well for meto care.

If the shower was heaven, then the fresh towel was apiece of Eden. Here | had struck amortal blow
againg the shores of hell. The rest was pretty smple. | put antibiotic and bandages on the worst of my
wounds and cuts, taped my bruised ribs (didn’t even remember where | got them), and took my time
smearing the cold, soothing ointment on the burns.

The only moment when Doc Taggart dmost failed his patient was when he—when [—noticed thirty
or forty hypodermics, dl negtly labeled GENERAL STIMULANT. | don't like needles. Never have.

But there was good reason to pick up one of those needles and give myself ashot. Just asgood a
reason to pack some in shock-proof carriers and take them aong. | could run into Arlene, and she might
need alift. | might run into some other survivor. And if | were going to do dl that, the only reasonable
thing wasfor meto give mysdf aninjection fird.

Y ou don't need to do that, said thelittle voice in my head. Just find another blue-faced sphere.

| argued with the voice: “It might beaoncein alifetimefluke. I can't count on that happening again.”
That’ swhen | noticed that | wastalking to myself. Sheeesh, dl thisjust to avoid sticking mysdf with a
needlée

No more. | bravely wielded the needle, got out the acohol and cotton swab. This couldn’t be any
worse than what I’ d been going through lately. Well, not by much anyway.

| wolfed some food from the smdll refrigerator, then hunted for aflashlight. Alas, dl | found was one
of those pencil-beam lights; if | wanted to find out if azombie had a sore throat, or any throat &t all, | was
St

According to my map, | had to go north to find some sort of route down. At least my compass was
gill functioning. | hated to leave, but the infirmary had doneitsjob. | wastired, not exhausted, hungry,
not starving, and not shaking like | had amebic dysentery. The only problem, aside from demons,
two-legged pigs, and murderous corpses, wasthat | had lost Arlene stralil; if she were hurt, laying up
somewhere, | might accidentaly leave her behind on an upper levd. The point wasthat | could
concentrate again.

Thelast thing | did before stepping out again into the dark was check the boots. They’ d held up better
than | thought, but | stuffed some pillowcasesin for added insulation.

Outside, it wasjust as dark as before, but | was't as bothered this time; the human race may not
have blue spheres, but we do dl right. | stayed in that frame of mind as | went north. | scuttled along the
corridors, letting my shotgun peek around cornersfirst, until | reached a huge chamber. It was dark, but
not the pitch-black | had just comefrom. At least | could tell | had entered alarger area

The next moment | was under attack. Claws raked across the shoulder plates of the battle armor |
had just reinforced. When | tried to fend off the enemy, | half expected to fed the crocodile-type hide of
the spiked mongters; but instead, my hands sank into a pulpy mass. And the contact made my flesh crawl
even through my thick gloves.

Thelight was on, and | should have been able to see the scum, but | was getting nothing. Then as|
pushed againg the jellylike stuff and took afew fatering steps back, | saw afamiliar shimmering. The
samething I’ d seen when | thought | wasfighting aghost. That time, the issue was resolved by amiracle
firebdl; thistime, | wason my own.

Didn’t this goddamned, jelly-shimmering, half-assed, invisible son of abitch know the rules? Ghosts
can't hurt people—they can only scare them to death! Then the Caspar pounded me, knocking me back
on my butt and kicking thewind out of me. | thanked Mary for the armor as| shoved the barrel of the
shotgun right into the shimmering effect and pulled the trigger, hoping that if thisthing had amouth, that
was exactly where he was going to get it.



I don't know if | killed it. | don’t know if it can bekilled. But it didn’t bother me anymore after that.
Not liking theidea of being followed by moreinvisible spooks, | jogged for awhile, hoping to be done
with this part as soon as possible. | aso kept both eyes open for apair of light-amp goggles, but I'd used
up my good luck quotient a theinfirmary.

To exit thelabs, | had to enter the darkest room yet, black as coal. | wasn't surprised. Thiswas at the
north end of the ingtallation, where, after groping in the dark by touch and even daring to use my tiny
penlight, | findly found asmall opening. Thisled down anarrow corridor to atight, meta, spird staircase
going down—way down. | started to get very dizzy, spinning around SO many times.

Central Processing had more tight, narrow corridors than anywhere el se on Phobos. Good thing I'm
not claustrophobic. The light was better than the labs; but that’ slike saying L.A. cab drivers are more
polite than cab driversin Mexico City.

And at long, long lagt, | found another A.S.! | stared at it, overwhelmed by ingppropriate emotion.
Shewasadlivel Shegot thisfar! Relief wasaphysical thing, perched on my back.

The arrow pointed to abranching corridor that seemed small enough to give amidget a backache; but
crawling down it was agood move. At the other end was a completely intact map of this section. The
bad guys must have been getting cardesslately. If thiskept up, | might find afunctioning radio.

Centra Processing waslaid out in arough triangular shape. Made methink of arobot riding a
motorcycle. Maybe | was more wasted than | realized.

The southeast corner was made up of four interconnected rooms. A warning note was attached that
three motion detector triggerswill close any door in the facility for aspan of thirty seconds as a security
precaution. | could just see mysdlf getting caught in aroom with wall-to-wal enemieswhile | counted off:
“Thirty, twenty-nine, twenty-eight . . . notify next of kin.”

Unfortunately, | couldn’t take the map with me, unless| ripped it out of the wal and dragged it ong,
and my hand map still showed the labs above; if there were away of changing the view, | couldn’t find it.

It occurred to me that we humans needed to learn everything possible about these bastards;
otherwise, Earth was asitting duck. We couldn’t shoot it out with these things and expect to survive. We
had to outsmart them—or die.

| was surprised that | had survived thislong. | was apretty good Marine. There was no false modesty
about that. But Arlenewas remarkable; if | could survive, surely she could! Hoped she would keep it up.
Hoped | would, too; but this nonsense couldn’t go on forever.

As| looked at the map, | knew, | just knew, that the thirty-second security rule about doors meant
there was awel coming committee waiting for me. Well, you knew the job was dangerous when you took
it, FHly. They’ll get you inthe end.

But who were “they?’

They weren't the pitiful wrecks that |ooked human though dead inside. They weren't the spinysor
metal skulls or ghodts, ether. The one making snuffling pig sounds gave me the creeps; but somehow |
knew the creature was mentally no more than an animd. If | hadn’t encountered the one monster who
enjoyed talking, I’ d be tempted to conclude we were being invaded by an dien barnyard.

But theintdlligence was there; just well-hidden. Even without the talking demon, the dien technology
itself was proof of a“mastermind.”

So why didn’t the intelligence smply organize the monsters and zombiesinto anava search pattern
and be done with it? Why were Arlene and | being dlowed to play Gypsy, entering oneleve after
another, shooting it out with pretty much the same cast of characters, en-countering the same hazards. . .
and beating them over and over and over again?

Maybeit wasdl apre-invason test, or worse sill, a sadistic game. But test or game, it had to be
teaching the Enemy Mind something important. The important question for the surviva of the human race
was What the hdl was| learning?

| hated to admit it, but so far the answer was not much.
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Onething | waslearning, though: speed. While | debated the finer points of philosophy with mysdf, a
mob of zombies and spinys burst through the door at the back end of the corridor, the onel’d come
through mysdlf, asif they owned the damned place; they noticed me and tore down the narrow corridor.
| did not take longer than amicrosecond to resolve the question—I ran like abat out of hell, abat trying
to get the hdl out of hell. Although finding the commanding officer of the invasion was an important issue,
| decided it could wait until later for review. Much later.

With thismany of the enemy breathing down my neck, the shotgun was useless. Maybe my new
machine pistol would have worked . . . but what | dready had in my hands was the rocket launcher.

For an ingtant | considered the narrow corridor that might channdl the blast right back in my face, the
proximity of the nearest spiny ... for an instant. Then | dug my hedl in and spun, ready to rock ‘n’ roll.

The exploson wasso loud that | didn't heer it. | felt it. A giant, invisble hand threw me to the ground.
My eyeswere open, and | saw the whole contingent that was on my tail vanish in aspray of blood and
fire

The sght was something to think about; especialy sinceit wasthelast Sght | saw.

I must have lost consciousness. An indeterminate time later, | began to hear asound, too loud and
annoying to deep through. Like dl the church bellsthe penguins ever rung a me, dl the belsin theworld
inmy head. | till couldn’t see anything, just abright afterimage.

It was about fifteen minutes before the bells were replaced by a buzzing sound, then the dosh-dosh of
blood in my ears. | would have been easy pickin’s, as Gunny Goforth would say. Maybe | was saved by
looking as dead asthe rest of them.

When | was able, | crawled aong the corridor, dragging my feet. There was no time to examine my
possessions. Onething for certain: if those glass syringes were still in one piece ingde their supposedly
shock-proof container, I’ d be giving more product endorsements.

Shaking my head clear and staggering to my feet, | findly madeit to the onelong, spacious corridor in
the otherwise cramped, tight, ore-processing center. This onewaswell marked onthemap I’d
studied—the only route to what the map indicated were the stairs down. Judging from the red and gold
and brown streaks on the rough walls, this corridor had been carved right out of the rock of Phobos. |
liked it and hoped it wouldn’t be reworked into something sickening.

Halfway down the corridor, | suddenly felt light-headed and my stomach broke loose fromits
moorings. At first | thought | was experiencing more symptoms from the rocket blast. Then | redlized
what was happening. No one goes to space without experiencing zero-g, and you never forget it. This
was damned close enough! | should have studied the map more closely when | had the chance. . . the
middle section of this corridor must pass outside the ancient, aien gravity-zone.

A handrail wasingdled for the obvious reason. Grabbing it, | pulled mysdf dong; asingle tug was
enough to overcomefriction in Phobos s minuscule naturd gravity. I”d spent enough time on the ship to
Marsthat thiswas smple enough, unless | had the bad luck to be attacked right now; I’ d never taken
zero-g combat training.

Pulling mysdlf around acorner, | floated practically into the arms of atriplet of spinys. Luck has never
been my long suit. But these leathery bastards were walking on thewalls and celling, asif they enjoyed
their own, persona gravity that followed them around, each oriented in adifferent direction.

One more piece of evidence that they were unbeatable. Then one of them looked right at me and
spoke: “Gosh —arewe having abal, or what?’

It hocked aloogieinto its hand, where the mucusimmediately burst into flame.

My hog leg was tucked in the webbing at my back, and there was no room to draw it in this corridor,
no time to work it free. The demon raised the flaming ball of snat, grinning like agoblin.

| threw my head back, rotating my body in the microgravity. | didn’t bother drawing the shotgun;
when | rotated my body so the barrel was pointing at that cracked and grinning face, | fired.



A lucky shot. Blew its head clean off. Guess my luck’ s not so abysmdl after al.

The blast acted like arocket, propelling me backward. When | stopped spinning, | grabbed therall,
drew the shotgun free, and pulled mysdf back where I’ d | eft off.

Thetwo remaining monsters had forgotten al aout me; they were fighting each other, clawvs dug into
throats, bloody droal trickling down wrinkled chinsand burgting into flame.

Wasit possible, just one“brain” to aset? Kill the mastermind, and the rest turn on each other?

Evidently, the Mind behind the invasion had the power to manifest itsdlf through only one or two
individuasin agroup.

| tucked that one away in the hindbrain; | would useit later.

| waited politdy until one brain-dead spiny offed the other; then | rewarded the victor with the spoils:
atwelve-gauge blast to the face, thistime with my back braced against the wall.

| hauled ass dong the corridor to the gravity zone. At the far north end of the facility, | found a switch
that opened a door leading to the stairway where | could process mysdlf right out of Central Processing.

Down oneflight on the spird, metal-grate Sairway, the Computer Station welcomed mewith athin
layer of green dudge. At thispoint | just didn’t care. | waswilling to jump into the ooze and dog through
it aslong as my boots held out. | wanted out of here! | ran without stopping until | discovered that
whatever crap-for-brainsidiot designed this playground set it up so you go around in circles before
noticing you were going around in circles.

The Computer Station was a haze of forgetfulness. It started out badly when | couldn’t find an Arlene
mark. | hunted along every passageway without luck; either shefollowed atotaly different route and our
paths did not cross, or morelikely, she had a reception committee waiting for her when she climbed
down the ladder, and she wasin arunning firefight until shefound abolt-hole.

The damnedest part was, thiswas the lowest level, so far as| knew. If they finally ran her to ground, |
should have found her ... or her remains. There was nowhere else for Arleneto go.

There were few mongters on thisfloor; | shot a couple of spinysin the back—hey, I’'m not
proud—but mostly avoided the patrols.

En route, | picked up two blue key cards and three yellows, plucking one off the “dead” body of a
zombie. Something or someone had gnawed off itslegsand one arm; it was till animate as | approached,
and tried to bite me; but | was faster (and more ruthless). | blew its brains out, putting it out of misery,
and took the key card tucked into its belt.

| found two maps, both burned beyond recognition. But by sheer persstence, | findly found it: one of
those big, metallic doors that like to stand between me and where | want to go. One of those key-card
teases that demand you gtick it in.

But thisbitch had a specid festure—an irritating, unisex, nasaly, parking-lot ticket-machine voice, the
kind that says“ Please take the ticket,” asif you' re abumpkin from Mad Dog, Arkansas, who's never
seen a car park before. No monster could ever create such asurreal torture device of art. It took a
human touch.

“Hedlo,” it said, “to exit the Computer Station, please insert your gold security card now.”

All right; | supposed yellow was as good as gold. | inserted the card, and the cheap trick chirped
“Thank you. To exit the Control Station, please insert your blue security card now.”

| began to hear screams behind me, up the corridor; the damned door had probably notified
“security” whileit deliberatdly delayed me. | fumbled the blue key card into the dot—but | knew exactly
what was coming.

“Thank you. To exit the Computer Station, please insert your red security card now.”

If there were ared key card anywhere on thislevel, | was a purple-assed baboon.

And | didn’'t become aMarineto put up with this crap.

Even the spinyswere less frustrating than thidl

But | had asolution. Last time|’d fired arocket, I'd made the mistake of standing too damned close.
So | made sure | got far away from that smug bitch of adoor, placing myself squarely behind acolumn
and part of astaircase.

| fired both rockets from the launcher smultaneoudly. Just to be sure. The result was outstanding,



excdlent, acredit to the Corps. Asloud asit was, it didn’t deafen methistime. At this distance, the head
gear worked like it was supposed to.

| walked through the smoking ruins of that bloody door with a sense of satisfaction greater than when
I”’d winged that toxin barrel and taken out aroomful of zombieswith one bullet. I'd struck ablow againgt
the True Evil, the chowderheaded humans who designed these ingtallations!

From now on | refused to worry about plastic cards and security keys. Nothing could stop me. Then |
found thelift that should have taken me out of there—thelift at the very end of the facility, my reward for
having dl the stupid cards.

The entire shaft wasfilled with human and animd remains, ahdlish grain eevator. | don’'t know how
long | stood there, staring stupidly. Then nausea overwhemed me and | vomited for severad minutes.
Weak and shaky, | thought for several more minutesthat | had climbed the farthest down | could goin
the Phobosingtalation. A dead end. Nowhere to go but back the way | came. | knew | couldn’t makeit,
but | waslong past crawling into acorner and playing fetus. I'd go down fighting if | went, hoping
somehow Arlene had escaped what was a death trap for me.

Even though it was along shat, | thought again of the possibility of blowing up Phobos. Better that
than let these bastards win! Then | noticed afoul, blood-red, evil-glowing circlein thefloor; it had not
been there amoment ago. A ghastly stench arase from the orifice, like human flesh frying on the griddle. |
once missed getting firebombed by a Kerifistani terrorist; | was on guard duty at the Marine Corps
compound when the main barracks went up. Thirty-three buddies burned to death. Y ou never forget that
ardl.

They transferred me to Fox Company within forty-eight hours.

This hole pulsed like a heartbeat. Therewas a*“ladder” made of light pink, fleshy cordsthat appeared
to sweet.

| didn’t have to be arocket scientist to know that no human ever made this baby. Besides, thiswasn't
ajob for arocket scientist; thiswas ajob for someone rock stupid enough to be aMarine. Resigned, |
dung my shotgun and rifle, bolstered the machine pistol, and started climbing down the sticky, wet,
Springy ladder.

At the bottom there was plenty of light, at least; asickly reddish light. The flesh-pit ladder dropped me
into the largest corridor I'd seen yet. | would have said it was carved out of the rock of this moon, the
same as Phobos Lab, but the ingde of the walls seemed to perspire, like the ladder. Holding my bresth
and looking close, | saw hundreds, thousands, of small orifices opening and closing to the same steady
beet asthered circle above. | decided that I” d done enough close examination for alifetime.

Then, by God, | saw it—another A.S., biggest oneyet! Even in the heart of hdll, | was cheered to
know | wasn't done. | didn't exactly whistle atune, but I smiled grimly.

Arlene s mark was accompanied by a crude drawing of a skull and crossboneswith an arrow pointing
sraight ahead. A second arrow pointed out anarrow dit inthewall, adit that was afriendly
hole-in-rock, not pulsating or anything disgusting; adlit into what looked to be the outsde. We were
hundreds of meters below the surface of tiny Phobos, but there was goddamn daylight coming through
that opening.

But that was one mother of anarrow crack. Could | get through that? Could Arlene, even?| touched
the edge of the dit—tacky blood, a couple of hours old, tops. Mary, Mother of God... | had avision.
She had gone out, right there. She shoved herself so hard, tearing at that crack, that she flayed off huge
strips of skin—but she didn’t care. She wanted out; she wanted out bad; she wanted out right then, not
five seconds later.

L eading me to the obvious conclusion: Arlene had seen something up ahead that even she wastoo
terrified to face.
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| stared at the skull and crossbones. Whatever was up ahead was bad enough for Arleneto claw her
way through atiny crack inthewall rather than faceit. Y et she wasted precious seconds leaving the
warning for YoursTruly.

Thank God | didn’t have to solve the mystery of the skull and crossbones. Getting through that crack
would be an achievement dl by itsdf.

Ahead | began to hear alow, dow pounding, almost like someone besting on amonster drum amile
distant. Well, | could take that—so long as it stayed there. | struggled out of my armor and pressed my
right arm and shoulder into the crack.

But there | stuck. | braced my foot against the floor and shoved; severa minutes and severa pounds
of flesh later, | was utterly convinced | could never fit through that crack unless| dismembered mysdlf
and threw the pieces through one at atime. Wonder if I'll serioudy consider that option when | see
what’ s ahead? | thought.

So now what? | sat on the floor, pounding my head with my hand in frustration. If | went forward, |
was on my own. Arlenewas no coward ... if the Thing ahead scared the be esus out of her, enough that
sheforced her way through a crack severa sizestoo small—then what in God' s namewasit?

Numbly, | stood, pulling on the armor again. As Mehitabel the cat said to Archie the cockroach,
wotthehell, wotthehdll | already roamed the halls of the damned; what did | have to lose? | supposel
could St here and starve to death.

Shaking, | moved forward at snail speed, loaded rocket launcher in hand; but what if | found myself
eyeball-to-eyebal with . . . with whatever It was? A rocket up the nose might pissit off—but at
point-blank range, it would aso fry Corpora Fy!

Ahead, | found an old-fashioned wooden elevator next to an old-fashioned rusted button. Somehow
they seemed tofit right in here. In aplace with living ladders, afew museum places were hardly out of
line

| pushed the button. With adow grinding sound, the Sift began to descend. So far so good. It
reached ground level, and | clumped aboard. What the hell else could | do? There was one button, and |
pushedit.

Thelift creaked and groaned, like it was a hundred years old, announcing my arrival to anyoneinsde.
| braced, wondering whether to shift to the shotgun. Then it stopped up onefloor . . . and my God, | saw
what wasinsde!

On apair of iron thrones sat the largest, reddest, most horrible demons | could imagine, compared to
which the other guyswerefit for hosting kiddie shows on Saturday mornings. Giant minotaurs with goat
limbsfor legs, and curling, savage horns on the top of their flat, broad heads. The chests and armswere
carved from pure muscle. Their claws were so vicious that there was no comparison to the puny stuff I'd
seen up until now.

Princesof hell. ..

And they were looking directly at me. So far, so bad.

| froze, whimpering like a Cub Scout. All | could think was, Oh Lord, the ssterswereright al aong!

The hell-prince on the left rose, trumpeting amarrow-freezing roar of discovery.

Come on, come on, come on, Fly! Snap out of it; get the hell out of Dodge! | hated every minute of
every day of basic at ParrisIdand—and | bow at Staff Sergeant Stern’ s feet and kiss his shiny boots for
every second of it: my training kick-started my parayzed legs even while my brain was struggling to
remember the Lord s Prayer ... dl | could get was“Hail, Jesus,” and | knew that was wrong.

Faster than | thought myself capable, | bolted—abut forward, right at the things—and skirted between
the forest of red legs and into the black-dark beyond! If they’ d been any smdller, they would have had
my head for lunch.

| ran across along stretch of floor and heard the familiar pig snortseft and right. | ran through utter



blackness until | hit awall, banging my shins. | hardly noticed. Therel spun, snarling, fishing for my riot
oun.
If the porcine sons of bitches wanted Fly Taggart, they could bloody well take him . . . but not
chegply!

They were converging on me; | could hear their snufflings and hungry growls. What the hell; | was
dead anyway, right? | raised the shotgun and pounded ashell straight in front of me.

One of the pig-demons screamed in pain. Oh ... you mean they can be hurt? I’ d been wondering.

| scuttled right; the wall came to apoint, folding back onitsdlf. | dipped around and immediately
barked my already-bruised shin on abarrd of that green, toxic mess.

Staring into the sickly glow, | had ashimmer of anidea. Quickly, before | could think twice and
decide againgt it, | heaved over the barrdl. The goo spilled out of the 120-liter drum . . . and now my
whole corner waslit by ahellish, green glow. | could see!

| wasin apointy corner amid aforest of toxin barrels; but the monsters coming after me were sill
invisble. | was under attack by ghosts. . . and the ghosts and the pig-things were evidently one and the
same.

But Yours Truly, Flynn Taggart, never forgets a scam.

| backed away from the flickering shadows, into the

actud point. Maybe | couldn’t see them, but they sure as hdll could see me; they charged.

| shot. Not aghost; | shot abarrdl.

The explosion chain-reactioned, and | dived for the deck. Too late, | remembered the ten or eleven
rockets in my bandoleers. Luckily, the explosion stopped just short of me.

When the acrid rain of toxic waste stopped fdling, | jumped to my feet. My entire body resonated,
and my inner ear was confused; | balanced precarioudy on my hind legs, shotgun wavering up, down,
and sdeways. . . but my ghosts appeared to have died—again. At least, they didn’t attack.

Staring wildly around the room, now lit by the green glow of ten thousand droplets of toxin sprayed
far and near, | realized to my surprise that the room was actudly ahuge, star-shaped chamber. That
seemed right in line with everything dse. If they could have swastikas, why not star-chamber
proceedings? Alas, my restful reverie was short-lived; the hideous hell-princes had seen my explosion
and cometo investigate,

But thistime, | knew what to expect. Nunsor no nuns, | told myself over and over that these were
dienlife-forms, not demons. They couldn’t bereal demons, could they? Hdll was amyth—wasn't it?

| raised my rocket launcher and let thefirst hell-prince haveit at forty meters. The blast blew the
motherless bastard backward, but it got to itsfeet. | couldn’t believeit!

| fired asecond time, pack-loaded with one smooth move, and shot athird rocket. The giant got up
again and now it was joined by its comrade. Thiswas not going according to plan.

They pointed their clawed hands at me; but instead of the usua bals of flaming snot, these “demons’
fired green energy pulses out of wrist-launchers. | hugged the dirt as the stuff crackled over my head and
made every hair on my head stand on end. Not very demonic, but pretty damned deadly!

My turn again; in desperation, | pumped rocket number four at the first hell-prince, and at lagt it
seemed to do some damage. It got to itsfeet dowly and seemed confused about where | was. There was
no reason to even try bothering the new oneif | couldn’t find out what repested hammering did to the
first minotaur. Y eah, minotaurs. They weren't demons; that Greek, Theseus, killed one.

Reload, rocket five, and finaly that did the trick: number one went down and didn’t get up again. But
with behavior | was starting to expect from al godless creatures, it reached up a clawed hand and
grabbed the other hell-prince.

Number two struggled to freeitself, and | seized my opportunity. Screaming like a banshee, | charged
to just out of range of itsreach. Enraged, it dashed furioudy; but my prayers were answered, and it was
too mad to think of shooting energy bolts. | leaned in to shove the launcher right down the creature’ s
enormous, howling mouth. And Fly let fly ...

| won't even try to describeits breath.

Theminotaur svallowed the little rocket, about the relative size of amultivitamin, and was literdly



blown away. | was knocked silly by the blast at such close proximity.

| cameto, surprised to be coming to. Losing conscious-nessin aplace like this seemed likea
one-way ticket to oblivion.

| was lying on the floor of the same enormous, star-shaped chamber; but the walls had fallen,
crumbling into congtituent bricks outside, leaving the way clear to the outsde. That whole concept of
“outsde’ bothered me. Why wasn't | acorpse-side, floating in space?

Therewas air to breathe. There was an overcast sky to watch, complete with low-hanging clouds;
dark clouds before a storm. Wherever | was, it sure as hell wasn't Phobos.

| found a platform behind the building. Therewas a switch. | pressed it and watched a stairway dowly
rise. Wotthehell. Archie, wotthehell... | walked up the sairs.

At the very top was a Gate ... aworking Gate. It was marked by aflickering symbol that gave mea
splitting headache when | tried to concentrate on the design. | approached it, eyes averted.

And damn meif there was’t Arlene Sanders s last mark, right next to the Gate, pointing directly at
the symbol. She' d written asingle word: OUT?

| didn’t know. But | didn’t hesitate amoment. If that were the way Arlenewent.. .

Then that waswhere | was going.

Without a glance back, | stepped aboard.
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Time had no meaning for Fly Taggart—the memory of being Fly Taggart. He had no body but
retained a consciousness somehow, somewhere. A sense of motion, but that might only be another
memoary.

Remembering a hand created a hand. Remembering afoot resulted in the sensation of afoot, apainful
sensation from where his ankle had been bruised. Memory of a backache condensed into a patch of flesh
and blood that was a back.

Memory of breath turned emptinessinto a pair of lungs. Recollections of hot days on a summer beach
left their imprint on aforehead dick with swedt.

Then he had awhole body, floating in awarm current of air dowly cooling; an upsde-down vertigo
turning his stcomach, which meant he had astomach. Thefal wasn't long, and he skinned hiskneeson a
hard metd surface before faling forward on hisface. The air was cold.

He blinked eyesin an aching head. He couldn’t see anything but white and red spots chasing each
other across afield of darkness. The man panicked at the thought that he' d been blinded; but gradualy
vison returned. There wasn't much worth seeing.

The light was dim. He wanted to breethe fresh air again, as he had before stepping on the platform.
He' d been breathing the stale air of gpaceships and the Mars station and the Phobos ingtallations for so
long he' d dmost forgotten what fresh air waslike. Evenif it had been fake, he wanted it again. But when
hefilled hislungs, it was that disgusting sour-lemon smell he had first noticed when hekilled hisfirst
zombie. He was aman again, but he didn’t want to be back in hell. Y et he had traveled somewhere,
hadn’t he? He felt he'd come avery long way just toreach. . .

| didn’t know where | was. Ingtinctively, | reached with my |eft hand for the machine pistal, the
weapon | could most quickly bring into play. My hand dapped bare flesh. There was nothing on my
chest but air, | looked down and saw that | was naked.

Jesus and Mother Mary. And after dl that work gathering shotgun, Sig-Cow, and rocket launcher.

Having lost my clothes during the strange journey didn’t bother me, except for thedrop in
temperature; but | didn’t want to turn into dead meat because | didn’t have weapons. A naked manisan
unarmed man.

| wasn't going to waste another second before reconnoitring. If there were monsters anywhere near
here, then | had to get my hands on afirearm right away. The sour-lemon smell was a dead
giveaway—zombies lurked somewherein the shadows. I d come through a gateway with nothing but my
body, but at least | was breathing. | wanted to keep it that way.

The gravity was Earth norma. Asmy eyes adjusted to dim light, | saw | wasin an oblong, rectangular
building. Having had the experience of being “outsde’ before the transfer. | didn’t look forward to
roaming corridors again. | amost hated that idea more than the prospect of fighting monsters.

Suddenly it didn’'t fedd merely cool any longer. It had gotten downright cold. Being stark naked
presented other problems; with all the disgusting waysto die | had recently discovered, I’ d be damned if
| wanted to catch my death of cold.

Adrenaine pumping madly—my drug of choice—I ran in the most promising direction. A red light
pulsed dimly in the shadows directly ahead; and the flat, dap-ping sound of bare feet against the metdl
floor seemed amost as loud as my boots had earlier.

If this setup were anything likethe one I’ d left, | actudly wanted to find azombie! “Alive” or dead,
they were armed with what | needed, and alot easier to deal with than the spinys or ghosts.

| found the source of the red light: an entirewall emitted crimson illumination; at the bottom wasan
inverted-cross cut-out, just big enough to serve asadoorway. It was directly in linewith asquare
platform on the ground. The platform was red, too. The symbolism was blagphemy—anyone waking
through the “ door-way” would have the privilege of being crucified. The religiousimagery was sarting to
piss me off; whoever or whatever was behind this had learned things about human psychology thet |



preferred it not know. | dipped through, feding dirty and corrupted.

| felt an unholy chill as| waked through theinverted crossin the red wal, the color of communion
wine, the color of blood from fallen comrades.

How right | wasto think of buddies |ogt in battle. Directly on the other Side of the opening wasthe
dead body of a UAC technician locked in mortal embrace with asoldier | recognized from Fox
Company. | wasn't likely to forget Ordover.

Theyoungest kid in the outfit, we' d bagged on him something fierce. He was patriotic to the “ Corps’
and easy torag. As| looked at the remains of thisfriendly private, the boyish face that hadn’t been
atered evenin death, | regretted thetimes |’ d hel ped get him drunk.

Finding out that Johnny enjoyed singing old balads, badly off-key, when he was honed and capped
was too much temptation. | thought that was as funny as every-one dse did.

“Sorry, kid,” | muttered to his corpse, relieved that at least he' d received the gift of aclean death. He
hadn't been reworked. Now it was Johnny’ sturn to provide Fly Taggart with a piece of serious artillery.
Hewas lying on top of a Sig-Cow with afifty-round magazine. Thanksto him, I might still be anaked
savage, but | was back in the game. | was a Marine once more.

As| examined my surroundings, | had thefedling I’ d been dropped into a giant warehouse. There
were huge boxes, or crates, al over the place with UAC stenciled on them. | began to explore and
noticed ared, glowing square that emitted a curious hegt. | avoided it for the moment, welcome though
the heat would be.

Having gotten in the habit of following Arlene sar-rows, | started hunting. And looking for more
wegpons, aswell asfood, water, and an unbroken radio. | was so intent on dl thisthat | barely noticed it
when | turned a corner and was back in zombie country.

| shouldered therifle and fired while they wasted time roaring. The shot was good; the nearest head
exploded like aripe melon. That startled me; it was asingle bullet, not agrenade! Thiszombie had to be
especidly ripe.

The next one reacted more typicaly; the bullet made anormal hole and the creature fell to the floor,
twitching. But | was dready pounding around into the head of number three, scutting Sideways, firing
two or three shots at atime. | lost count of how many zombies went down. A few had weapons, but
none had taken ashot at me yet.

It was dl too easy; then something on the other side returned fire—actua fire. The damned, brown
spinyswere back, complete with their bizarre ability to toss flaming snotballs like warm-up pitchers for
the devil.

The easy zombie pickin’'s had made me careless. Thefirst firebal wastoo close, far too close, to my
face and neck. The stuff stuck to my skin like ngpam, burning like hell and reminding methat | had no
protection over any part of my skin or vulnerable parts.

But | was pumped. With aroar to match ahdl-prince, | charged the nearest spiny and let my bayonet
do the talking. The blade split thick neck like a cantal oupe, and the demon dropped, bleeding a deep,
ruby red.

But even with a bayonet stuck in its windpipe and blood pumping out in buckets, it stretched a clawed
hand up toward me. With athrust and ayank, | tore the neck so badly that the head was hanging
lopsided. It would take alot more work than that to actualy decapitate the mother, but at least it
wouldn’t bother me anymore. | needed the bayonet back. | had other fieldsto plow.

A number of zombies had gathered around as | was busy taking care of the demon that | hoped had
been the one who burned my face. More spinys loitered by the weirdest piece of wall I’d seen yet, with
human skullsstuck dl over it likeraisinsin acake.

A thin femae zombie went first, afat male second, an ex-PFC third. | used the bayonet on dl of them
because there wasn't room to shoot.

Pivoting, dashing and stabbing, shouting glesful curses—thiswastheway to kill! Thefed, the smell,
the blood pouring out of them beating through my veins, al linked. A world of blood. Some had to be
mine; but thiswas no time to worry over details.

Then there was one zombie left. | recognized itsface. Recognition dowed medown.. . . thiswasa



good face, honest and stern, like the men who' d settled the frontier.

Corpora Ryan. Dead eyesin aface | once respected were an invitation to do morethan kill. | had to
erase him from the universe.

| pinned him with the bayonet; but he was made of stern stuff, even asazombie. Squirming forward,
he clawed my face with long, dirty nails. Damned rifle was stuck in him! He was far stronger than the
others, stronger than me.

Thank God | knew Ryan better than his reanimated corpse did. The corpora dways carried a10mm
pistol in aback-draw holster. | reached behind him. The gun wasthere! | drew the piece, stuck the
business end in Ryan’ s mouth, and squeezed thetrigger.

His death grip combined with the pool of blood underfoot pulled meto thefloor. It wastoo dippery
to get up easily. Whilel freed mysdlf, | tried red hard to assimilate the latest data. If zombieswere
holding awegpon when they died, they il used it. But the intelligence required to remember ahidden
wegpon was beyond their reach.

Slipping and diding on the blood was distracting . . . and then | redlized that | was sobbing. Having
given mysdf grict ordersto keep emotions under contral, | felt betrayed. At least | held onto the pistol.

Standing up, | redlized with disgust that the real reason | was weeping was because | had temporarily
run out of enemy. All the zombies were dead-dead, and the monsters who had been watching over by
thewadll of skullshad run off. Thiswasworse than being interrupted in the middle of making love. | redly
felt that. | had good reason to be crying like ababy.

“Pull yourself together,” | ordered Yours Truly. “I mean it. Cut the crap, right now!” | wasn't going to
put up with any insubordination.

“Damnyou dl!” | screamed at the universe. “How long am | supposed to take this, over and over?’ It
was agood question, but nobody had any answers. | kicked azombi€' s head, angry that he wasn't
contributing his part to the conversation.

Zombiesweren't the only inanimate objects around; | found ametal cabinet that | tore off and flung at
aconsole. Great sound effect. | would have moved on in search of glassto break—an even better
sound—Dbut | noticed my little tantrum had actualy led to something useful. Astheforest fireraging in my
brain toned down to amild fever-ddirium, | vowed never to say anything bad about dumb luck again.

A hidden drawer in the console sprang open. | investigated, hoping to find aweapon. Instead, | found
another of those computer key cards, the very same cards | had sworn not to use again whilel had my
trusty rockets. . . the very same rockets | no longer had. Buck Rogers, back to square one. | picked up
the trand ucent, blue computer disk. Waste not, want not.

A riflein one hand, pistal in the other, and akey card clenched in my teeth. Not having pockets was
becoming amgjor painin the butt.

Why didn’t | smply field-strip acorpse? | don't know;

| guessmy brain wasn't rolling on al tank treads.

One direction seemed as good or bad as any other, so | went back theway | had come. Asthe
frenzy of the battle wore off, | was arting to fed cold again. Thered platform was gppedling asthe only
source of heat | knew about around here, the next best thing to aroaring fireplace. It felt great asthe heat
warmed my cold, naked skin.

Then, asidiots have asked themsalves throughout history, | asked the magic words “Why not?’—and
rubbed my hands over the thing.

A million flashbulbs exploded in my face.

By thetime| finished blinking the world back into focus, | redlized | was not intheroom | just had
been.

My mouth dropped open. Fly, you gorm, | thought, | think you’ ve just discovered your first
teleporter!

That square, red platform just had to be the “teleport” pads | had heard about when they posted Fox
Company to Mars. They were just big enough for aman to stand on ... assuming he felt adventurous.

| was dubious about the whole thing from day one, and so was Gunny Goforth. If | were surrounded
by trollsand out of ammo, I’ d decided, | might try one; nothing short of that would tempt me.



The teleport pads were dready there when humansfirst arrived, presumably built the sametime asthe
Gates and gravity generators. Practicd folk that we are, we incorporated them into the design of the
base; UAC used them to transport heavy ingots and equipment. | don’t think many people used them;
most of usworried about things like souls and continuity of consciousnessand dl that crap.

Trust Corpora Fly Taggart to render the whole philosophical discussion moot by tripping over his
ownfegtintoit!

As| stared stupidly a my new surroundings, a swarm of zombies poured around the corner. Asthe
first onefired around that took mein the shoulder, severd thoughts whizzed through my mind. First, sl
fell to thefloor, | thought of writing up the careless dolt who' d triggered ateleporter by sticking his paws
where they weren't supposed to be. The second thought, as| rolled onto my back, was more ironic:
moments before, I’ d been unhappy over running out of zombies. My third thought, as | sat up, stunned,
was. I'm shot!

My Sig-Cow was out of reach. I'd let go of it, dong with the key card. | opened fire with the 20mm.

A nearby stone platform provided me cover; the zombies were too stupid to do the same. They
reminded me of Army privates.

Taking my time abouit it, | aimed and fired, aimed and fired. The bulletswent in, the blood came out. |
took them one by one, killing the very last at point-blank range.

Thistime | wasn't sorry |”d run out of zombies. The bullet in my shoulder made me groggy. Therewas
nothing I’ d rather do at that moment than lie down in anice, warm pool of blood and deep forever.

Nothing suicidal; deep was good. Rest was a sacrament.

Willing my reluctant body to move, | got up.
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By now | must have looked like azombie mysdlf, | felt like one. Being honest about it, | had to admit
that | didn’t know how a human being crossed over into the zombie state. | hadn’t seen the process. The
talkative monster implied that he could control zombies, but he never said aword about how they were
made—he smply lied about not reworking meif | surrendered.

| wondered . . . was this how the others became what they were, righting a never-ending war that
findly drove them mad? Wasn't asign of insanity the conviction that everyone and everything isthe
enemy? That wasthe way I’ d been living since | |ft the cafeteria and the two Rons and began my assault
on PhobosBase and . . . and wherever the hell | was now.

Turning acorner, | was greeted by asight not calcu-lated to reassure aman doubting his sanity. A
gigantic skull, hdf thelength of afull-grown man, glared a me through empty sockets. It seemed to be
made of brass. | gared into its eyeless sockets before dlowing my gaze to lower. The giant, meta skull
had atongue; a curving, snaky, metd tongue.

There was no way thiswas standard-issue in a UAC refinery!

Of course, the skull’ stongue had to be alever.

“I can'thelpit,” | said, “I’m aborn lever-puller.”

If | were dready dead and in hell, it hardly mattered what would happen if | pulled thelever. | ill had
my curiosty. And if | were dill dive, trying to save humani-ty from an dieninvasion, then | had even
more curiosity.

| pulled thelever. It wasice cold against my dready chilled flesh. A metallic, grinding noise riveted my
attention. It sounded like al the old, abandoned automobile plantsin Detroit had started up & once. And
with al that sound, one stupid box rose from the ground containing another pair of skull-tongue switches!
| pulled the next onein line and heard aclick from thewall directly in front of me.

Moving to investigate, | saw acrack of light in the wall, then another and another until the yellow lines
had formed a perfect square. Secret doors werelosing their gppeal for me. If this one were going to
improve my opinion, then it had better offer something better than the usua collection of mongters. |
shoved open the door with one mighty heave.

A bloody, naked figure held agun pointed directly a my face. By reflex, | shoved my own pieceright
between itseyes.

“DROP THE GUN!”

“DROP THE FREAKIN" GUN!”

“PUT IT DOWN, | SWEARTO GOD I'LL BLOW

YOUR FOOL HEAD—"

“—WHERE | CAN SEE THEM, PUT YOUR

HANDS UP—"

“—AND DON'T MOVE OR—"

“—GROUND! ON THE GROUND, MOVE!”"

Her eyes. Her eyeswere dlive. And she spoke. . . words. By now we both stood, each pistol
pressed againgt the other’ sface, eyes wide with fear, wonder, and hope—

Wasit? Could it be? Could she be?—shouting at the top of our voicesin pain, rage, and desperate
need.

My hammer was cocked, but my finger outside the trigger guard; | had just begun to suspect, just
begun...

Something clicked in my brain. The penny dropped. | recognized the bloody, disheveled, palid
cregture.

A dream come true—if true—in aworld that specidized in nightmares. Panting before my face,
watching warily, ready to fire off half the magazineif necessary, stood the reason | had comethisfar and
hadn’t yet given up.



| wanted to say her name, but | couldn’t. We were each locked in a perimeter of silence, holding a
gun againgt each other’ sface, doubts and paranoia having the only voice. One of uswould haveto say
something.

Shewent fird. “ Drop the friggin” gun!” The command came from alifetime of giving not aninch or
trusting without two forms of picture ID ... and that had been back on Earth! She' d worked hard, her
every friendship based on a sense of honor. She' d kicked her way onto the Mars mission. And thisis
what she'd found.

But she'd survived. And I’ d survived. She' d kept me dive with every A.S. and arrow; and maybe her
fantasy that I’ d come after her kept her alive—why e se use our private code, alink between just the two
of us?

But now there was no room for sentiment, only for certainty.

“Y ou are adead man if you do not drop the freaking gun now.”

Oops. My arm and hand had been through too much to even consider it. My body was wired for
ingtant responses. The same as her bodly if she were il the old Arlene. The only reason | hadn’t blown
her away automatically was the time spent praying she was dive, and awillingnessto take arisk right
now that shewasn't really azombie. No zombie had ever spoken before. And somehow, covered with
mud and gore, she looked too damned bad to be azombie. Only the living could look that fried!

“Arlene, your assismine,” | replied. “I’ ve had the drop on you since | opened the damned door.”

Zombiesdidn't talk that way, either. They didn’t tease or smile amoment later when awareness crept
across a human face. She returned that smile, and | knew every-thing would be dl right.

“Y our finger wasn't even on thetrigger, big guy. I’d have blown you away before you fumbled around
and found it.” She was wounded, disheveled, filthy, terrified, naked . . . and totaly, totaly dive.

“You'redive!” | shouted.

“No, redly?’ she shouted back.

We dowly lowered our wegpons S multaneoudy, mirror images of each other. Grinning.

Staring me up and down, she commented, “ Nice fashion statement.” I’ d forgotten | was buck naked.
My damned reflexesingsted on embarrassng me, and | reflexively covered mysdlf.

Wil | guessit was one more proof | was gill fully human. 1 doubt that zombies are modest. “Turn
your back, for Christ’ssake,” | implored.

“I will not” she answered, eyesroving where they shouldn’t. “Y ou' re the first decent thing I’ ve seen
sincethis cregp show began.”

If we kept this up, maybe thingswould get so bloody normd that the monsters would smply pack
their suit-cases and leave.

Arlene could dish out a hard time when she wanted. | decided to get dressed, and finally | noticed the
corpses and stripped one. She reached out a hand. “No, Fly; don't put those on yet. Please?”’

My right foot was halfway into aboot far too smal to fit. It stretched, conforming to the size of my
foot: oneszetruly fitsdl. Arleneturned asred asthe crimson wall. “ Jesus, I'm sorry, Fly. You' re my
buddy; | shouldn’t have made you uncomfortable. Forgive me?’

| finished dressing. It didn’t take long. Now it was my turn to look her over, which | did with alot
more subtlety than she did with me. | kept my eyes moving where she' d let hers stop in embarrassing
places. God, she looked good. All the dirt and blood amost gave her the appearance of being dressed in
awerdly hip-punk outfit. Her dender waist, tight, firm thighs, medium bust, and long arms made me think
of more than the undeniable fact that she had the body of theidedl orbital pilot—her ultimate goa when
she' d earned enough in service to take a hiatus, get a degree, and take acommission. Space travel
needed the occasional boost in morae.

Shefinaly got theidea There were plenty of corpses around with uniformswaiting to be stripped. |
watched her from the corner of my eye as she followed my example. The best aspect of these form-fitting
uniformswas the way they conformed to every contour of the human body. Shelooked just asgood in
clothes.

| tried to think of something gppropriate to say, then grunted, punching her shoulder middling hard.
“Now | forgiveyou,” | said with agrin. Thegrindidn’t last long. I'd completely forgotten about the bullet



wound in my shoulder. The pain findly caught up with me as the adrenaine wore off.

“Jeez, that looks bad,” she said. “Maybe there’ s some Medikits around here. Y ou mind holding till
while | do some dterations on your shoulder? Meanwhile, tell me where the hell you came from.”

Seemed like afair ded to me. “Long asyou tell me what happened to you, A.S. Y ou and the
company. And what the hell were you doing hiding in a cupboard?’

She made me go first. | recapped everything that had happened since | left Ron and Ron behind in the
mess hall. She’ d been through the same crap; | didn’t need to be overly detailed about the killing. It
would be nothing more than a sentence completion exercise.

Whilel told her my adventures, hoping | wasn't boring her, we weren't slanding till. With the soft
suction sounds of our boots on the cold, stone floor, we went hunting for medica supplies. “1’d rather go
up againgt adozen zombies than one of these mongter diens,” | wasteling Arlene as she yanked open a
closet door.

Dozens of shotguns cascaded down on uslike balesof hay . . . heavy, painful baesof hale.
Fortunately, they weren't loaded.

Staring at the pile of wegpons for along moment, | put on my best annoyed face and asked Arlene:
“Can’'t you keep your space neat and tidy?’

Rolling her eyes, she scooped up one of the weapons and tossed it to me. She took one, too. |
regretted leaving behind such abeautiful pile of wegponry. But Arlene and | only had four hands between
us. We dtill needed a Medikit, and Arlene was starving. With the burning sensation growing in my arm,
the Medikit wasfirs onthelig.

Then | was going to get my Recon Babe out of thishdlhole. I'd e-mail her, if that’ swhat it took to
pack her back to Mars. No, Earth.

“Get your crap together,” | said, “and take mentd notes.”

“Notes?

“WEe ve got to give afull report when we get back.

WE re blowing this popcorn stand.”

Arlene smiled wanly. “Y ou have any good ideas on that one, Ace?’

“| left aland-cart back at the entrance; we can hot-rod it back to the air base and take the troopship
back to Mars. Or even Earth ... it should be able to makeit.”

Arlene looked around, studying the architecture.

The architect must have been hired by the Addams

Family. Nothing seemed norma. The surface of the wallswas rough, twisted, the sickening color of
interna organs. Skulls, monster faces, and decay dominated every-where | chanced to glance.

Arlene coughed politdy. “ Just two problems with that plan. First, we' re not on Phobos anymore,
Toto.”

“Huh?’

“We're on Deimos, and there ain’t no land-carts, or rockets, either. We used al the shipsto bug our
people out four years ago. Fly, we're stuck here, and we don't even know where *here' isl”

| must have looked blank; she continued. “Look, Fly, don’'t you remember when Deimos vanished
from the screens?’

“No, actualy. What the hell are you talking about?’

“Whoops. | guess you were aready in custody when we got word from Boyd that Deimos had
disappeared from the Martian sky.”

Theideathat amoon could vanish bothered me for some reason. “Wouldn't there have been
gravitationd effects?’ | asked.

Shelaughed before asking, “ Are you kidding? Do you know how small Deimosis?It' seven smaler
than Phobos.”

“I knew that.” These chunks of space rock were so small that their real gravity wastheoretical,
notwithstanding the dien gravity zones. Although I" d become used to fantagtic events latdly, alittle nugget
of skepticism scratched at my capacity to believe just anything. “How do you know we re on Deimos?’

“ ‘Cause|’ve been here, Fly. | did aTDS as ayeoman right here while | waswaiting for an opening in



the Light Drop.”

“A yeoman! But the Marinesdon’t have any staff pogtions, only line positions.”

“Onloanto the Navy. Technicdly, | was il arifleman, but the only wesgpon they issued mewas a
word processor.”

| had to think about this. The implications were definitely bad. And theimage of Arlene Sandersasa
Secretary was astonishing.

| looked up. There was askylight in the ceiling, and where Mars should have been, there was nothing.
Where stars should have been, there were no stars. The black of space was missing, too. All | saw wasa
gray mig, not to be confused with clouds; the texture was dl wrong.

Having a gift for the obvious, | said, “We' re not in orbit around Mars, are we?’

She smiled and patted me on the head. “Congrats, Fly. Y ou win the Nobel Prize. Youdon't seea
pressure dome up there, do you? But we' re ill sucking air. | know we re on Deimos, | recognize al the
stuff that H. P. Lovecraft didn’t redecorate.”

Who, | wanted to know, was H. P. Lovecraft? If he' d had anything to do with this, | wanted to punch
hislightsout.

“No, Fly,” Arlene said. “He was afantasy writer, early twentieth century American. Obsessed with
hybrid mon-sters and underground labyrinths. Always describing ancient menaces as eldritch.”

I’d never heard the word before, but it sounded just right. “This Situation has got e dritch coming out
the ass”

“You can say that again,” she agreed. “ And thisis Deimos, muchacho; only thing is, these bastards
have taken it somewhere.”

“Great. So what' s number two?’

She looked puzzled for amoment, then she frowned.

“I don’'t want to hurt you, Fly.”

I licked my lips, feding my stomach contract. | never liked anything from agirl that began like that.
“What?’

“Y ou’ ve always been moreloyd to the Corpsthan | was, my friend.”

| stiffened. “What’ swrong with the Corps? The Marines have given mealot, babe, in caseyou've
forgotten.”

She amiled and shook her head. Arlene hadn't forgot-ten my father, apathological liar and petty thief
who ended up doing twenty-fiveto life for hisfourth felony conviction. . . trying to run down agate
trooper with his pickup truck. He died in Vacaville two years|ater, from acerebral hemorrhage, they
sad.

My father was the pettiest, lowest, meanest man | ever knew. He couldn’t even understand the word
“honor.” He never knew why | joined the Corps, never would have understood if | told him | did it for
him ... so | would never be him.

All right, | confess. Father, forgive me, for | have sinned. The Corps was the world to me.

“There snothing wrong with the United States Marine Corps, Fly. But damn you, there’ s something a
bit more important.”

“Likewhat?’

“Likethe human fregkin’ race!”

Shehad me cold. So | got pissed. “Hang the human race! *It's Tommy-this, an' Tommy-that—""

“Oh, don't quote Kipling a me; I'm the one who gave you the book. Fly, what do you think the
whole purpose of the Corpsis?’

| didn’t say anything. | didn’t like where thiswas|eading; | knew what she wasgoing to say. But |
couldn’t figure where she was wrong.

“Y ou’ re so much into honor and duty, Fly. Don’t you know what duty means? We re the ones on the
wall, kiddo. They might not know we're there; might not even know thereisawall, might not givea
hang. But that’ s what we' re herefor.

“Hy, thisthing is bigger than just getting us both out dive. We re the only ones here, only oneswho
know about theinvasion . . . the only ones who might be able to throw something big and heavy into the



gears. And damnit to hdll, I’m not going to bug out until 1 do it!”

| glared at Arlene. | wanted to protect her, get her out of there. | was a man, she was my—

Bull. | wasaMarine. And so was Arlene. | understood what she meant about the wall; somebody
had to man it. Who else?

| lowered my gaze. We couldn’t just bug out, even if we could find atransport on abandoned
Deimos. We had to get to the bottom of dl this—and if Deimos was like Phobos, | had a bad feding that
meant getting to the bottom of the Deimos facility. For some weird reason, the dien monster demons
preferred “ down.”

Besides, her point number one still made sense, too. We don’'t even know where “here” is. Deimos
had been yanked away somewhere ... we were stuck, no rocket, no clue where we might be ... only that
we weren't in orbit around Mars anymore. “Up” meant—what? Empty space? Nothingness? The only
way out—if there was one—was“down,” following the levels of Deimosto the bottom.

| glared up at her again; her eyeswere as cold as stedl, aswarm as the sacred heart. “Well don't
expect meto say I'm sorry,” | muttered.
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While we d been talking, we came across an undamaged crate that |ooked promising. All that stood
between us and it was one of my fireball-throwing buddies.

This one never got achance to warm up. Arlene whirled and blasted him; the demon went down
without a chance to hock and spit.

The labd on the crate promised Medikits and com-rats. We opened it and found afull pantry.

Arleneingsted on playing nurse before | played chef. She examined my shoulder; the bullet had gone
sraight through. Score onefor my side. Sheinjected universa antivira/antibiotic and wrapped a bandage
around my shoulder, while | gritted my teeth and groaned like abig baby.

When she finished with my arm, | heaved asigh of rdlief. God, | hate medical crap! But | was
premature; I’ d forgotten about my burns.

Arlene didn’t forget. The cream she applied on my forehead, cheeks, and chin hurt worse than the
arminjectiond! It hurt so bad that | started hunting for any serious cuts or burns Arlene might have. . .
something that would require my delicate attention—and lots of cream. Despite her appearance, she was
disgustingly hedlthy.

Now it was her turnto tell astory. “Hy,” she began, pausing to gulp water from abottlewe' d
extracted from the crate, “1 don’t want to see anything like that first assault ever again.”

She sat with her back to awall, and | stood where | had agood view of anything coming or going. |
had to find out what happened to Fox Company. Munching on a bland, fast-energy bar that tasted asfine
asastesk at that moment, | gave her my undivided attention (and a chocolate bar of her own).

The Stuation had been asbad as| imagined. The assault Smply fell gpart. Seeing the zombieswas
enough —the guys didn’t even need flaming-snot demons to drive them off the degp end. Walking,
gtaring, drooling, rotting human corpses proved sufficient to make them forget every combat lesson
they’ d ever learned.

They went crazy; they broke ranks and charged the zombies. Fox wasfull of fighting spirit, dl right; it
just Sacked aplan, strategy and tactics, acommand structure, and asnowball’ s chancein
they-should-have-known-where as soon as they let themsalves get isolated, cut off from each other. The
fire-hocking spinys picked them off oneat atime.

| couldn’t redlly blame my buds. I’ d had the same reaction, the same rage to rip the zombies apart
with my bare hands.

Arlene was saved because she wasn't as affected by the male berserker fury. It must be amalething;
testosterone, maybe? Jesus, did that sour-lemon odor actualy stimulate atestosterone and adrend rush
overdose?

Then again, she might smply have had better self-control than aguy. | interrupted to say, “You'rea
better man than | am, Arlene”

“Shush, Fly, if you want to hear therest of this” | shushed.

“I found a cupboard and hid out,” she continued. “1 could hear them moving just beyond the door.
Some-times hearing isworse than seeing.”

| nodded at the truth of that observation. “Like thisugly demon,” | said, kicking the brown hide of the
creature she d dispatched. “ They hisslike giant serpents. Scares the piss out of you in the dark.”

Shelaughed. “1 wouldn’t call that ademon! I’ ve seen some othersthat more deserve the name.”

“Yeah,” | agreed, remembering the minotaurs. “1 guess those hell-princes you warned me about with
your skull and crossbones are amore traditional demon design.”

“I wouldn't know,” she said. “1 never saw them.

Y ou' re talking about the pentagram room?’

“You didn't seethem?’

“I put one foot into that room and heard one of ‘em scream. | guessit saw me, but | didn’t stick
around to seeit! What do they look like?’



“Eight feet tal, bright, flaming red, with goat legs and huge horns. They fire some sort of dectrica-ball
lightning from wrig-launchers”

She shook her head. “Nasty. But thething | call ademon isahuge, bloated, pink thing with tusks.
Maybe we should call it apinkie?’

“Doesyour pink demon make a pig sound?’

The way she shuddered answered the question before she nodded. She wasn't kidding about what
you hear being worse than what you see. | didn’t press her for further details. | had asinking fedling that
no description was necessary. Before thiswas over, | imagined we' d be seeing lots worse nightmares, a
full menagerie from the lowest pitsof hell.

“So what happened after you left me the warning?’

She smiled, happy to oblige. “I ran like the devil.” Sheinterrupted hersdf, uncomfortable with the
expression. Theway things were going, there was no telling who we might meet next. “1 ran,” she said,
“and found the crack. | had enough paint stick |eft for afina warning. | want you to know, Fly Taggart,
that taking thetimefor that Do Not Enter sign wasthe stupidest thing | did dl day; while | was making
like apublic information booth, one of those hell-princes, asyou cal them, came tromping down the
hdl.”

“You'vegot guts,” | pipedin, and didn’t careif she shushed methistime. Ingtead, sheinssted on my
going back into the narrative and giving dl the gory details of how close |’ d cometo cashing in when
facing these mongters.

Then sheresumed: “While | waswriting asfast as| could, | studied that crack inthewall, wishing |
could makeit larger.”

“I couldn’t squeeze through.”

“I know. | felt like dog dirt. But what could | do?| didn’t have ajawswith me, and no time to crank
the crack wider evenif | did have. | wormed my way through, leaving afew layers of skin behind, and
hoofed it for the Gate.”

She stopped to catch her breath.

“Y ou must have been surprised when you came through stripped bare,” | said.

Shesghed. “I was surprised to till bedive, whichishow I’ vefdt every leg of thismisson. There
was a corpse-reception committee waiting at the other end; but at |east they weren’t zombies. Whilel
picked my way through al those bodies, ametric ton of zombies started teleporting in. There were too
many of them to handle—so | dived into that secret cupboard you found . . . and somebody pressed a
switch, and the freaking door dammed shut! And then you showed up, looking. . .

—she struggled for words—"not a helluvalot better than the zombies, Fly.”

“Thanks,” | said. She aways had aknack for compliments.

Sometimes | suspected she liked toying with me. | pointed at the brown carcass of aspiny. “Soif you
don’t want me caling it ademon,” | said, “how about aspiny?’

“How about animp?’

“Animp?’

“Why not? | had abook of fairy taleswhen | was akid with goblins and things. The picture closest to
this critter had the caption ‘imp.” 1t was playing with magical fire.”

Our game was becoming fun. We didn't have alot of entertainment at the moment. “1 dunno,” | said.
“Some-thing about the head reminds me of an old monster movie about afish-guy who lived in alagoon.

“He' sanimp,” sheingsted, reminding me that tough Marine or not, she was still awoman.

My mother didn’'t raise any fools. “He sanimp,” | agreed.

“We should name the others, too,” she said, encouraged. “WEe ve got zombies, imps, demons or
pinkies, and hell-princes. What do we cdl therest?’

| laughed. “ That’ s pretty biblicd, isn't it?’

She stared blankly. Not everyone had enjoyed the benefits of religious schooling. “Anyway, it' sa
great idea, Arlene. If we ever find afunctiona radio, we' |l need to report to someone. We might aswell
play Adam and Eve and name dl the beasts.”

Sherelaxed, convinced now that | wasn't making fun of her, so | continued. “One of theseimps



talked to me—" | started, but Arlene cut me off.

“Tdked?” Thiswasthe most surprised I’ d seen her yet.

We hadn't exactly duplicated each other’ s adventures.

“Hetried to get meto surrender, promising if 1 did, | wouldn’t be reworked—uh, zombiefied. But the
son of abitchwas such aliar, | wouldn't trust him for the time with aclock stuck to hisface.”

Theway shelaughed made melaugh. Finding her had changed everything. | wanted to live now as
well asfight, report back to Mars or to Earth, do my duty for the survival of homo sap, the home team.

“Arethose all the monsterswe' ve discovered so far?’ she asked.

“No,” | admitted. “ There's something around here that’ s partly invisible. | wasthinking of them as
killer ghods”

“Specters,” she corrected offhand. If we got out of thisdive, | would recommend Arlenefor thejob
of an editor. On ardigious magazine. | had a sense of jugtice. “I haven’t run into them yet,” she added.

“And someflying skulls. What should we cdl those?’

“Hying skulls”

“Right. What do you want to cdl them?’

“Hying skulls, you lamebrain! Cal ‘em asyou see‘em.”

| found out she hadn’t run into any of the mysterious blue spheres, ether, so far the only good thing to
come out of the Gate. | had the fedling that before thiswas over, there would be much more of the
naming of names.

Now it was back to business. Lunchtime was over.

It was a brief rest; we needed real deep. We needed to find somewhere secure so that we could take
turns deeping and watch-standing. And we needed red food.

“Something fedsweird about this place,” she said. Something about Deimos was creepier than
Phobos. The place was colder, but that wasn’t it. The odors were about the same, but a bad taste
seemed to go with it. Maybe we were closer to the source of the sour-lemon stench that hung around the
zombies. Whatever it was, acloying odor underrode everything, something very dowly rot-ting.

“I hatelooking at it,” | answered her. If lesser demons were in charge of the other Martian moon, then
Old Nick himsdlf had drawn the blueprint here. The skullswere Sarting to get on my nerves. They were
everywhere, dl different 9zes and shapes, dways more evil than anorma human skull.

Aswe explored. the color we noticed most Was red. darkening into the shade of rare stesk. Thelittle
voice wanted to know why it wasn't getting hotter. Red was hot. Hell was supposed to be hot.

The floor became moist with the hated ooze, not yet deep enough to require dogging through ariver
of the suff. | wondered if Arlene and | were exploring the greet intestine of something so gigantic that |
was going to have ahard timeripping out its guts.

It seemed like the deegper we went into hell, the closer we got to the life force. Screw that. The
Martian moons were more appeaing as desolate rocks exposed to the cold of space.

“Bad news,” said Arlene, pointing at ateleport plat-form at the end of a corridor. We had no choice:
useit or go back. Along with al the normal maps I wanted, | now wished for amap showing where dl
these grids connected up. How many shopping days before Christmas?

“Somebody’ sgot to do it, Arlene.”

“Dowhat?”

“Recon these teleport things.”

She placed afirm hand on my shoulder. “Nice of you to volunteer, Corpora. Rank before beauty.”

“Pearls before swine. | was about to delegate, PFC!” | looked around. “ The layout’ s different here
than on Phobos.”

Looking back, | observed the vista of emptiness we had waked through to get to this point. | had the
feding that the walls were squirming when | didn’t look at them.

“Moredead ends. | don't likejumping into afirewhen I'm getting fat and happy in the frying pan. But
we re humanity’ s vanguard, right?’ It sounded sarcagtic, but | didn’t mean it to be. “We ve got to find
out what' s happened and communicate with someone up the chain.”

Whenever Arlene smiled, it felt warmer, nicer, than when we' d just been paling around. War brings



out something good in acertain kind of person. | didn’t know about me, but | was sure about Arlene.

“Beddes,” shedaborated, “best way to stay diveisto be on the offense. I'm coming right behind
you.” Therewasno onel’d rather have backing me up.

“Give methirty seconds.” They wouldn’t be my famouslast words, | hoped.

The teleporter sensation, now that | wasready for it, was Smilar to the Gate, but quicker, less
disorienting. My clothes stayed on and the weapons didn’t disappear. | was ready to secure the
beachhead.

I’d arrived on aplatform virtually identical to the one at point of departure. | should have jumped off
right away, but | was distracted by the sound of heavy pile drivers, coming closer and closer. Jesus and
Mary, | redized, they’ re footsteps!
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Abruptly, | remembered where | stood. | legpt off the platform just in time; Arlene had counted the
full thirty seconds before following.

“Clear?’ she asked as she sparkled into view.

“No,” | answered. “Ligtento that.” Light as acat, she pounced down beside me. The thudding sound
wasn't getting any softer.

“Poke your head around the corner,” she suggested. “| have a pretty good ideawhat’ s making al that
racket.”

We took our time approaching the corner. Arlene gestured that she would go firdt. | don’'t argue with
alady. When she glanced back at me, her face was stern.

“Y ou’ ve been wondering what | call ademon,” she said.

“So take agood look.”

| did. And as Gunny Goforth might have said, shewasn't just awhigtlin’ Dixie.

A whole box of demons marched around atop atwo-story platform that looked as though it might
lower any moment. One of the“pinkies’ started making those pig sounds | found so disgusting. But as|
paid close attention to the anatomica details of thisthing, | decided the Porker Anti-Defamation League
might disagree with my description.

These monsters were the most massvely concentrated collections of muscle power in the whole zoo.
They were about six feet tal, with mouths that looked like they could swalow Cleveland .. . and
probably had. They were demons, al right. She had me there. So long as these guys were wandering the
corridors, nothing €l se deserved the name. Their flesh was adark pink; Arlene' s nicknamefor them was
accurate.

They didn’'t see usyet; but it didn’'t look asif we' d be going anywhereif we didn’t ded with them.
There were no other doors; eventually, that platform would have to lower so we could ride it up.

They stamped around on short, stubby legs, like shaved gorillas with horns and saw teeth. “ Do they
have any projectiles?’ | asked Arlene.

“What do you mean?’

“Hrebals lightning, anything likethet?’

“They don’t throw anything at you.” She noticed my body relax alittle. “Don’t let it fool you,” she
warned.

“They’'re deadly if you get anywhere near them.”

“Can we pop them from down here?’ | asked.

“Not likely. Y ou need concentrated force, like a.458

Wesetherby or atwelve-gauge at ten feet. | saw an imp go after ademon, and the pinkie took three
firebdlsin the face and swallowed theimp whole! It burped out the bloody spines.”

Data point: imps and demons, like imps and zombies, don’t get along.

“Hly. if we're going to progress, we ve got to lower that platform. There sno other way to kill them
with what we' ve got.”

| noticed I’ d been leaning againgt something hard and metallic. It was another skull switch, just
begging to beflicked. | started reaching for it but Arlene butted my hand away with her shotgun. That
hurt.

“Y ou don’t know what that’ s going to do,” she pro-tested.

“I can't helpit... I'm aborn lever-puller.” | flicked the tongue. With aloud groan, the platform
lowered like an €levator. The demons wandered off. They snuffled their pig snouts and evidently scented
us, for they made abedline.

Asthey camefor us, we scutted back around the corner. The demons didn’t seem able to run, but
they could power-walk with that thud-thud-thud pounding through our skulls.

Arleneand | both had shotguns and a serious attitude problem toward demons. | found their open



mouths an irresistible target. The first one ate my powder, and the back of its head opened up like a
watermelon. Thereis aways something to say for close range. Arlenetook hers out with awell-placed
blast to the chest.

If we were acting like ateam with our backsto thewall, the pinkieswere dying asindividuals,
marching forward two abreast to receive their quota of shotgun death. The corpses piled up, providing
sufficient timefor usto reload and do it again.

As an added bonus, none of the monsters made that snuffling pig sound. They were too busy roaring
asthey died. Theroaring was loud, but it was the mark of their defest. | started feeling good about my
bloody work.

“Like shooting drunksin abarrd,” | said to Arlene.

“Don’t get cocky!”

Shewasright. Hubris.

Theranks of the enemy findly diminished. We' d sumbled into afinite number and we were using up
our demonsfadt. .. about asfast as our shotgun shells.

“Don’t discount them,” Arlene warned me. | wasn’t about to discount her experiences. “ So long as
you can keep them at asafe distance, thisisal right. But | saw what happened when abuddy got hisarm
bitten off; and then it ate his head. He avoided being azombie, only to wind up as demon food.”

Good things come to an end, even in aparadise like Deimos. A bullet came very close to ending the
career of Yours Truly. Thistipped me off that someone was shooting a me.

“Look out!” | shouted a Arlene; but she was dready down, crouching behind thewall of demon
bodies.

During the precious seconds | spent saving mysdlf from whoever was playing sniper, the last demon
charged like arunaway bulldozer. | turned to find mysdf staring into a meter-wide maw.

| thought | knew what abad smell was before that moment. A square mile of human cesspool might
come close. The odor was so bad it was like aweapon. My eyeswatered so | could hardly see.

Arlene shouted something, but | couldn’t make out her words. She was busy with problems of her
own; the sniper was il at it.

One of those bullets, clearly meant for Arlene or me, connected with the back of the demon. It had
the same reaction as a human being would have ... if sung by amosguito. Whileit tried to scratch at its
back (and | wondered how it could accomplish such atask without ripping itself to ribbons), | swung the
shotgun back into action. The target came forward, and the bore of my weapon literally went down its
gaping maw. | pulled thetrigger.

My eyesfilled with stinking monster blood; not a desirable sate of affairs when trying to avoid the
persstent rifleman. | could hear Arlene, though, shouting, “ That’ sthe last of them,” as her shotgun
finished speaking for her. She had to be speaking about the demons. | could till hear the ping-ping of
rifle fire over my head. But it was ardief to know that no pinkish mouths would chew my tender
epidermis.

Arlene crawled over to me and started rubbing the blood out of my eyes. | could manage that on my
own. | just hadn’t gotten around to it. “ Spread out,” | ordered, “don’t make one target!”

Shedidn’t argue with my superior combat experience. Sherolled away without aword whilel
finished clearing my vision. Whoever was trying to shoot us had taken a break, probably just to reload. |
was certain it wouldn't last; he had the high ground, beyond where the platform had been. We needed to
dter the Stuation in our favor immediadly.

“Platform!” | shouted, then charged the lowered lift. It had its own switch, which | flipped. Thelift
garted up, and Arlenefindly redized what was happening. She ran and leapt, bardly catching the edge. |
pulled her up; we crouched back-to-back and took alittle trip.

On the next level, we rounded a corner and came face-to-, well, you couldn’t call it aface really—we
ran right into another demon. | didn’t know about Arlene, but | found the situation very annoying. We'd
just been through dl that. We were so close that, asit charged, | fell back on my butt and fired around
between hislegs. This staggered the demon, and Arlenefinished thejob, plugging it head-on and killing it
good and proper.



Now we could return to the more traditiona task of trying to find out who was shooting at us.

Past the platform we saw two doors. Exchanging glances, we approached. One had a blue border
and the other had ared border. Of course, they were both locked. | missed my rockets.

| extracted my blue key card and inserted it into the proper dot, swiping it across the mag reader.

The door opened with aclean, whistling, hydraulic sound. At the other end was ateleport. Deimos
hed a*“thing” for teleports, dl right.

“Thelady or thetiger?” asked Arlene.

“What?’

“A story | read once. W€ ve got ared door and ateleport. Which one?’

“Y eah, too bad we don’'t have ared key.”

“Hdll, Fly, dl you had to do was ask!” She produced akey card and presented it to me. Arlene liked
to play when working. “I found it in the secret room while waiting for you to rescue me,” she said witha
wink.

“I'll pick thelady,” | said, and started to insert the red key.

Marine training coniesin handy. | heard something on the other side of the door; and there was
nothing wrong with Arlene' sears, either. | swiped the key through the dot, then skipped to the Side,
scattergun ready. Arlene took the opposite side.

The moment the door opened, she discharged ashell, killing azombie on the other sde. Hewas
holding a shotgun just like ours. He wasn't the sniper. The zombie standing next to him had a Sig-Cow,
and | wasted him. We cleared the room, each covering 270 degrees.

The room was redly more of awalk-in closet. It was empty of more zombies. But | was dready
worried about something else: if the one with the rifle had been shooting at us, then had ducked in here, it
had dl the sgns of an ambush. But zombies didn’t think! An ambush suggested tactical thinking . . .
thinking!

| hadn’t yet had an opportunity to confidein Arlene my suspicions of an overal Mind guiding the
invason, usng agreat number of mindless opponents againg afew human survivorsto learn our limits.

She probably was't in the mood for aquiet, analytica discussion right then. There wastoo much
blood on her, on me.

Now it wasthelady’ sturn to find aswitch. The room was flooded with clean, white light. We had
found atreasure chamber .. . medica supplies, more corn-rats, and ammunition, lots of it. Best of al was
another of those handheld video things.

“Fly, you know wheat thisis?” exclaimed Arlenein excitement. | let her tell me. “It'sa computer map
of the entirefloor plan!”

The medica supplies dlowed meto return the“favor” Arlene had done me. She' d been winged by
the sniper. Shewas't carrying any bullets around with her, but one had grazed her shoulder. And she
had other cuts and bruises from our last battle.

“I’m your doctor now,” | said.

Eyeing the salf-heating tins of food and coffee, she Szed me up through ditted eyesand said, “I'd
rather you were the cook.”

“Chef,” | corrected her. “And what’ sthe difference, anyway?’

“Between acook and a chef?’

“No, between a doctor and a cook!”

“Youwin. Feed me, Fly.”

| bit my tongue. “ Doctoring first.” Shedidn’t argue, but continued working on the computer map as|
tended her wounds. | found atube of the same cream she’ d used on me; but she didn’t grimace. | used
the hypo to inject the antiviral; but she never flinched. She redlly was a better man than 1.

Wedidn't have any disagreement until | ingsted we get some deep. “Y ou’ ve got to be kidding, Fly.
I’m not about to close my eyesand lie down in arotting pile of zombie corpses”

“We can carry them out and pile them in front of the door.”

“Oh, great—an announcement that we'rein here.”

“All right. I'll throw them onto the last teleport platform.”



“WE Il throw them.” Assimple asthat, sweet reason had prevailed.

The job took twenty minutes. We didn’t bother with the teleporter; we spread them like speed bumps
among the demons. Maybe visitorswould think they had killed each other.

Then we enjoyed our first real meal together. The snack had only kept us going; thiswas averitable
feast by comparison.

| ingsted that she deep first. She’ d been on the go longer than I. While | was ill being nursemaided
by the Rons, shewas at risk, in battle, up to her eyebalsin demon guts. She would deep first, whatever
it took.

Turned out al it took was getting her to put her head down “just for amoment.” | let her deep for
four.

When it was my turn, | went out like adrained tallboy. She woke mewith agentle hand on my
shoulder and a beautiful face to appreciate. We d both been too exhausted for nightmares. We were
living them.

| hated to leave that room. The sameway I’ d felt about the Phobos |ab infirmary. No, that was
wrong. Thisroom was better than that. I’ d shared the time with awoman whose surviva turned my
universe from empty muck back into gold.

Blinking away pieces of deep, | dung the Sig-Cow across my back and we returned to the blue door
and again faced the teleporter. “ Same routine aslast time?’ | asked.

“Nah. Let’sgo together.”

“Why not?

“What the hell.”

Wefound oursalvesin aroom with no doors, no windows, and one of Arlene' shig, pink demons.

“Mine,” | cdled, and pounded a shell before Arlene could argue.

“I have afeding there' s plenty to go around,” she said.

| was dmogt gtarting to like the pink bastards. Their lack of projectile wegponry made them favorites
in my book. Of course, | hadn’t seen them chow-down on a comrade the way Arlene had.

| took point, positively greedy for my next demon kill.

| moved well ahead of Arlene.

Oh, FHy. Hubris, hubris, hubris! Pride goeth before destruction, and a haughty spirit before afal.

Turning one of those treacherous corners so common in both Phobos and Deimos, | stepped right into
The Wizard of Oz. What else could you call agiant, floating head?
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This head wasn't handsome enough to be amovie star. 1ts grotesque skin was made of millions of
squirming, knotted, blood-red worms stretched over a huge, inflated balloon. For aningtant | thought of
the floating blue sphere.

Staring into the single red eye of thisfloating pumpkin with atube for amouth, | doubted it would
make mefed likeamillion. . . yearsold, maybe.

| dived Sdeways as the pumpkin spit abal of lightning out the tube mouth, burning my scalp and hair
asit sailed padt. It exploded againgt thewall, producing amillion divers of blue-flickering ectricity that
had every hair on any part of my body standing at attention.

“Mary, Mother of God!” | cried. “ Another one that shoots Stuff!”

| ran back toward Arlene, shouting, “Run, run, run!” With pain and surprise till fresh, | couldn’t think
of anything elseto do.

But the floating head hadn’t been in Arlene sface; shewas Hill in control. The red bal floated around
the corner, and shelet it have ablast from behind.

It rebounded from the blast, roaring in pain, then dowly turned to face her. Whileit did, | caught hold
of mysdf.

| blasted the floating pumpkin from my angle. Asit turned back to me, Arlene skated to the side and
blasted it again.

Now we both knew what to do. We dropped naturaly into a standard Light Drop tactic—move, fire,
move again, fireagain. Theball did alot of bouncing. Whatever lifeforce kept it going hadn't left it yet.
But we kept firing.

Then it died the messiest monster death | had seen so far. One moment the ball was bouncing againgt
the walls; the next, there came aspray of sticky, blue goo that smelled like caramelized pumpkin pie and
sounded like an overripe squash dropped ten stories. | serioudy considered losing the lunch | had
struggled so hard to ingest.

“Oo-rah!” exulted Arlene. “ Smashing pumpkinsinto smal pieces of putrid debris! What the hell was
that?’

“Um. | was going to ask you the same question.”

| couldn’t take my eyes off the disgusting, deflated remains. We should have been expecting brand
new mongters, but this floating beach-bal thing was so weird, it meant anything was possible.

That scared the hell out of me. It meant we might run into something indestructible, or at least
unkilleble

“What, ah, do you want to cal thisone?’ Arlene asked.

I’d forgotten our little game. It was agood question, but my mind was blank. “ Cdl it apumpkin,” |
suggested at last.

Arlenewas't impressed. Shewrinkled her nose asif smelling limburger cheese. 1 didn’t mean that as
aserious name, Fly. We need something more. . . frightening.”

“All right, then, you nameit.”

“No dice, FHly. First person who seesamongter hasto nameit. That'stherule.”

| was about to demand to know why she got to make the rules; | stifled mysdlf intime. Of course she
made the rules—she wasthe female.

“Thenit'sapumpkin, Arlene.” | put my foot down. Maybe 'l get lucky and she'll didike my name
enough that the rule will change.

We secured the corridor. It was monster-free. It wasn't ooze-free, but the stuff didn’t look deep until
pretty far dong. Ahead lay asmall ocean of the stuff with an exit at the other end.

“Best way to get through shdlow gooisjogging,” she said. “ Eats away your boots, but you last
longer.”

“Sure beats swimminginit,” | agreed.



“Don't bedlly. That would kill you.”

| made amental note to brag to Arlene about my swim.

| searched theimmediate vicinity for any life-giving blue spheres, but we were aonein the sea of
green. “ So what does your computer map say?’

Arlene zoomed the room we were in, and we noticed a couple of switches and ateleporter.

Wethrew thefirgt switch, and stairs did into view like shark finsrising from atranquil sea. We hoofed
it to the next switch, then went straight to the teleporter. We did not pass GO, we did not collect 200
mongers.

“My turnto go firet,” she declared; | knew better than to argue.

“I'll count tothirty.”

Her trim form faded from view, and | started the count. “. . . Twenty-eght, twenty-nine, thirty.”

Weapon up, | followed, ready for amost anything—except what | actudly saw: awhole bank of
shiny, new, undamaged radiog! “Bank isopen,” said Arlene.

“I guessthey missed thisroom,” | said, checking the cornersfor possible ambush. There was nowhere
to hide, and we seemed to be done; but | didn’t let down my guard. The invisible ghosts were reason
enough not to completely trust the old eyebdls.

Arlenefired up one of the radios then whooped for joy when it hummed and came on-line. But no
matter what frequency she typed, we heard nothing but crashing-ocean gtic.

Arlenetook her time, running carefully by five mega-hertz jumps up the entire spectrum; then she tried
the same procedure with different radios. The results were the same.

“Hy, thisdoesn't make sense,” she said finally.

“They couldn’t be blocking the signal somehow?” | asked.

“These antennas gtick haf akilometer off the surface of Deimos! Whatever’ s blanking the sgnd must
be enveloping the entire moon.”

Timeto put on the thinking cap. | even paced. “Arlene,” | said at last, “every radio | came acrosson
Phobos was smashed.”

“Samewith me”

“Now hereisavitaly important communications room that they couldn’t possibly miss. . .”

“You' reassuming an intelligent enemy here,” shesad.

“There hasto be, Arlene! Phobos and Deimos are part of the same invasion. Why leave thisroom
intact, but not the ones on Phobos?’

“Hy, Deimos was abandoned four years ago. | was present when the Marines picked up everything
and left. Budget cuts, reduction in force, and alack of tactical imagination sent us packing.”

| nodded, dtting on the floor with my back to thewall, at an angle where | had an unobstructed view
of thedoor. “A big mistake,” | said.

Shewason aroll: “What if the diensinvaded back then? Or some time ago—weeks, months, or
longer. They could take their time spreading through the facility . . . and there’ d be no reason to smash
the radios here on dien-controlled Deimos.”

We ligtened to the symphony of white noise. “ So why can’t we reach anyone now, Arlene?’

When enough crazy stuff happensdl at once, the imagination isfreeto float off like that damned
pump-kin. I didn’t know if it wasinspiration or not, but | asked thetrillion-dollar question: “Maybe
Deimosisno longer in orbit around Mars?’

| was so used to the way she liked to watch me through ditted eyes that when she stared at me
wide-eyed, shelooked like adifferent person. “I never thought of that,” she said. “It would explain
Deimos vanishing from the screens. | just assumed it was destroyed somehow.”

Having started down the twisting path, | ran to keep up. “Y ou said Deimosis so smdl that
gravitationd effectsare negligible. I1t'smore like a giant spaceship than aplanet.”

We gtared at each other. Ingpiration can be catching. “But how do you remove an entire moon
ingantaneous-ly,” she mused, “even one as smdl as Deimos?’

| don’'t spend Al my time on target practice and working out; sometimes| read. “By shiftingitintoa
different dimenson?



She amiled. “Hy, you' ve been watching too many sci-fi trideos.”

“1 don’'t know about that, A.S.; but specid F/X will never be convincing again after facing the red
thing.”

“What makes you think we' Il ever see another movie?’

Neither of us spokefor abit; then Arlene continued.

“So suppose they’ ve turned Deimos into a giant space-ship,” she said. “Where would they be taking
us? Back to their home world?’

“With us as prime specimens?’ | said, not fedling the least bit comfortable about the idea. “Whatever
the destination, I’ ve got a bad fedling about this.”

“Any degtination is probably bad for us,” she agreed.

“We could bein somekind of artificial wormhole on theway to hell.”

“Asif thisweren't hell dready! Besides, I'm not religious, Fly; | didn’t go to any parochia school.”

My mind’ s eye conjured up old images from the Chapdl of Mary and Martha. Siter Lucrezia, who
taught us Dante' s Inferno, acted asif she'd just returned from a specia tourist-class trip through the
inferna regions and couldn’'t wait to share her Bad News for Modern Man. One July weekend at Saint
Maachi Summer Camp, | saw her infull regaia, standing up in arowboat and pushing off from the dock
with along oar. | thought I’ d seen avision of Charon the Boatman, ferrying lost souls across the River
Styx. | doubt any monster here could besat her out for the job.

| was half convinced | was aready on aone-way trip to thereal place. But the ideathat Arlene was
coming aong drove me mad with anger. | wasn't about to let one stinking demon-claw touch that noble
soul of hers.

Arlene stood up from the usdessradios. “I’ ve been trying to get afix on the enemy, some handle; but
al I'm doing isdrawing blanks. I’ ve had the experience of running down corridors before,” she confided,
“with dozens of armed men out for my blood. Sometimes your best chance for surviva isto go right into
the rooms and corridors they hold and destroy whatever they came for. We made our way into the
embassy vault and burned al our important documents ... and the KPLA |€ft. Y ou know what I’ m talking
about?”’

“I’m glad you got out of there, A.S. It was ared hellhole”

“Yeeh, | wouldn't missthishell pit for theworld.”

| stared at theradiosmysdlf. Yep . . . that' saradio, al right, | thought, which is about asfar asmy
education in eectronic communications gear went.

Why on Earth—on Deimos—would the Corps give up such astrategic position asthis sation? By
Executive Order number whatever, the Marines had military jurisdiction on dl extraterrestrid planetary
surfaces; the Navy had deep space; the Air Force had atmospheric; and the Army had Earth itsdf.

Mars, Phobos, and Deilmos were surdly oursto the bone. The only reason | could imagine usgiving it
up wasif the other services conspired to cut our space-ops budget. . . with pretty disastrous
consequences. Wonder if anybody felt shame about that, or would if we lived to tdl anyone?

“Round of ammo for your thoughts,” she said.

“Nothing important. Politics back on the old home planet.”

“At least there sno palitics here. Unless you count that swastika.”

“You saw it, too?’ | was beginning to wonder if I’ d dreamed that damned crooked cross. “ That’ s not
palitics; it'sabad joke.”

“Y ou think they put it there to scare us, huh? The way they—what do you cal it? rework—the
physica buildings gives methe cregps.”

“Nothing from Earth scares me after what I’ ve seen, Arlene. What' s next, ahammer and sickle?’

“A what?’

“Never mind. Y ou' retoo young to remember. I’ [| make you abet that we don't find any other
symbols from the home planet.”

We shook hands. “You'll lose” shesaid. *Y ou are thinking too much about palitics. | winif wefind
any symboals, including rdigious symbols. . . and there’ ve been plenty enough of those.”

“Damn, you'reright. | lose. All the Satan stuff.”



She could sound like a professor when she wanted to:

“Maybe the demons—the aliens—were confused by Hollywood into thinking the swastikais asatanic
symbal. It sure seems suspicioudy like somebody had an officid list of Thingsthat Scare Westerners. . .
like they knew it would be seen by UAC workers and Marines, not by Native American Indians or
Japanese. Wonder if they’ d change the symbolsfor different humans, say using the letterskyo or oni if
they were invading the Nippon Electric space station?

“Inany case, therdligious symbols are terrestriad, so you lose, Corporal.”

Now it was my turnto grin. “Well, Arlene, if you are going to lose a bet, it'sgood to find out before
you set the amount.” She gave me aplayful punch in the shoulder. We started out while | massaged the
numbness out of my arm. At the next inverted crosswe passed, I d pay anything she wanted. Within
reason.
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The video map showed us how to get to the centrd elevator for dl of the Demosingalation. We
were very near. All that separated usfrom our god wasawall.

Thewall had aswitch, afull-body basrdlief of acloven-hoofed dien. And it wasn't histongue that
required flicking.

My face flushed. “Um, you'’ d better take this one, PFC Sanders.

“And here | thought you were aborn lever-puller.” Arleneflicked the switch; the blue-gray wall
cranked down into adlit in the floor, reveding a spacious lift. “ Deluxe service,” Arlene said, pointing at
the labeled bank of devator buttons. We' d madeit through the Containment Area. Below uswasthe
Refinery, then Deimos L ab, the Command Center, the Central Hall, and three levels below that which
were unlabeed.

“Basement? Skip the crap?’ | said.

“Hmm. Y egh, well, maybe.”

“Maybe? Makes sense to me. Every time that door

dides open, we run therisk of being stormed by giant vampire dugs from the planet Pornos, or being
machine-gunned to deeth by Nazi schutzstaffd.”

“Hy, theseliftsdidn’t work too well even back when we had people maintaining them! They got stuck
all thetime. If the sensors detected anything in the shaft, you stopped at the floor above. If adoor was
open some-where, the whole elevator could freeze. Go ahead and push the basement button .. . . I'll bet
you amonth’s pay we won't make it more than a couple of levels, then we'll have to find another lift
somewhere”

| looked at her and snorted. “Y ou' re so full of good cheer. Wéll, ready or not, here goes nothing.”

Herewent nothing, al right.

| pushed the button; we started with ajerk and ground downward, skewing back and forth
dangeroudy. Aswe descended toward the refinery, | saw that thelift didn’t take usthere directly, but to
awarehouse section we' d have to passthrough first. In the distance we had an actud view of the refinery
through large, gaping holesin the floors and cellings. Some kind of fighting had gone on here.

We had descended some fifty meters. What we could see of the refinery waslaid out like an open
maze; it was possible to see in the distance an expanse of pink, moving objects that |ooked like fleshy
cubes or blocks. | hoped they weren't dive, weren't the next creatures on the hit parade. They were
gigantic, reminding me of the “organic ladder” and the pulsing walls back on Phobos. Then we' d moved
past the point where we could see the refinery. Our descent brought usto a more normal scene.

“Norma” in this case meant awarehouse area stuffed with UAC boxesto the height of twelve feet or
more and so densaly packed asto create their own pseudo-corridors. We' d noticed a number of
humanoid figures with the familiar brown hide and white spikes scurrying for cover . . . back inimp
country again.

Thelift stopped, not quite al the way to the floor; we had to jump down about three meters.

Arlene peeked over the edge. “Y ou owe me amonth’s pay, Corpora Flaggart.”

“Did | take the bet?1 don't recall saying any such thing.”

“Native American giver.”

We hopped out onto the ugliest, puke-green marble |’ d ever seen; but it was till good to have
something solid underfoot.

“All right, PFC Sanders, let’ sdo this by the numbers.”

“Sure, Fly. So which box is number one? And how come we never do stuff by the letters?’ | threw
her awithering glance, like an older brother to a pesky sister. We were ready to rock and roll.

Fighting demons had spoiled me. | liked an enemy that didn’t shoot back. We popped through the
warehouse like nobody’ s business, pulse gdlloping, keyed to instant reaction. The refinery had its share of
toxic ooze. Wedidn't pay it any mind, but so far, there were only afew sticky regionsinstead of dime



beach. | looked for barrels of the stuff, my favorite way of dedling with imps; but there were none.

Thefirgt firebal missed us by acountry klick. The second came too closeto Arleneto suit me, so
after | killed theimp, | wasted ammo . . . and killed him again to teach him alesson. They were smart
enough to duck in and out of the natural defenses provided by the stacked boxes, but not enough to gang
up on us or show any other sign of working together. None of these guyswere talking.

Stll, there were alot more of them than there were of us. One almost got me from behind. If he'd had
apartner, I'd have been dead meat. Instead, Arlene did in behind the both of us and used her bayonet
like acan opener. Busy as| was staying dive, | could appreciate the sheer grace of Arlene, back to the
wall of boxes, cradling her shotgun like a baby; never mind dogs as“man’ s best friend.”

With hand gestures | indicated who would take which section. Another fifteen minutes and we were
back in the same place. She'd killed more than | had. The warehouse area had been cleared.

| wastired enough to wish one of those magical blue spheres would make an gppearance. | hadn’t
told her about that because it seemed too unbelievable, evenin aplacelikethis. But Arlenethe mind
reader had brought asmall black case back with her. 1t looked medical. I'd have to start calling her
“Doc.”

Opening it, she produced a syringe filled with clear liquid, labeled “ cardiac augmentation stimulation
unit.” | held it for asecond, then carefully passed it back to her asif it were aloaded weapon.

“Can't believe | found this” shesaid. “It’s synthetic adrendine to be used on patientswho arein the
throes of cardiac arrest.”

“What would it do to you or me?’

She paused, biting her lip again. “In anorma person, the adrendine rush would make you super
strong. There' sadrawback, though; it could also give you tachycardiaand kill you.”

“Just say no to having an edge,” | commented, taking the black package and its contents and adding it
to my collection.

“Hy, maybe we should tossit. That stuff could be too much of atemptation.”

“Hey, if push comesto shove, we can inject one of themwithiit, right up their monster fundaments. Al
intheinterests of science.”

The only unlocked door led to ahuge, green marble chamber with a collection of weird, red pillars.
Pulsing veins stretched around these pillarslike living ropes. The sharp, cloying odor of perspiration
combined with the sick-sweet stench of rotting meat. Mechanica stuff was fine with me, even organic
suff like the arboretum. But | didn’t like it when they combined, and | couldn’t tell where one part |eft off
and the other began. The throbbing of the veins matched the throbbing in my head.

| was dmost grateful for the gppearance of anumber of imps. At least they took my mind off the
architecture. Then somemoreimps. . . and some more after that.

Too much of agood thing.

“Check your sx, Fly,” said Arlene.

I looked behind me, across the room; sure enough, even more snot-spitting spinys.

My gratitude faded fast. | made out adozen imps.

| started the donnybrook with awell-aimed shell; between their fireballs and our shotguns, we had
one seriousfirefight. | thought the pillars would catch fire, so thick were the red flames and black smoke.

| killed two. Arlenekilled three. The survivors were better than the previousimps a dodging behind
the pillars, and even our shotgun extender mags were running dry. They forced us back into acorner,
pinning us down. Mexican standoff time. | wanted to balil.

Then | pumped, and the didelocked! Nothing up my deeve; nothing in my gun.

Now what?

Timeto even the odds. Arlene was watching the imps, firing off ashot now and then, looking down at
her mag window and frowning.

| reached inside my vest, pulled a hypodermic and studied it. Intravenous? No, intramuscular. Well,
that was easier, at least. But could | actudly do it? To mysdf? Jesus, what adilemma

For amoment it was like being back on Phobos. That needle bothered me more than flaming mucusin
my face. Without question, the next scientific revolution should move beyond the need for needles. But



more important, could | risk aheart attack if | had a bad reaction?

Jesus, Mary, and Joseph, I'm aMarine! Semper fi, Mac.

| gave mysdlf the shot.

At firgt, nothing; then the stuff stimulated my adrend glands; and in aminute | wasfilled with red rage!
The world turned crimson and my bresth wasfire. My heart beat so fast that it sounin my chest likea
gyroscope. | drew my bayonet from my webbing and bolted from the corner; if Arleneyelled after me, |
didn't heer it.

All that mattered wasto kill, getting in tight and cutting the stesk. Blood-rare—God, how | loved imp
blood, thick asred ink from ashattered paint stick, communion wine splashing on the floors of eternity.

Every motion was atarget to strike. Flesh was too easy. Bone was the real work, the blade sticking in
the cartilage, the cracking and crunching inspiring meto grester efforts. | hardly noticed the blood
gplashing in my eyes. Theworld was aready ared haze; liquid sdt wastrivid pain as| swung my bladein
the center of adrenal agony.

Themorel killed, the heavier the weight in my arms. But exhaustion spurred meto greater fury. | no
longer saw the Chinese-mask faces of theimps, only ablur. Their claws rent my flesh, but we weretoo
tight for them to use their best wespon.

Dimly | redlized that | was bleeding from many wounds. That was fine with me. Blood kept mewarm,
theirs, mine, anyone's. .. just so that | could continue to swing ablade and day the bastards. Motion
must be met with motion.

Animp exploded in front of me before| could even reach it. Only oneimp left now.

“Hy!” A voice caled my name, near at hand. | hadn’t expected any of these impsto speak, especialy
not in ahigh, amost feminine voice, calling my name. | was so surprised that | hesitated for amoment,
blade poised over thelast imp.

SRyl

My vision began to clear. My arm was a bar of lead, my chest a sharp pain, asthe old heart dowed
to merely fast. Thefury dowly lifted from melike athick, red, trideo theater curtain drawing back. The
hazy shape before me grew solid and took on familiar features, Arlene sfeatures.

| wasvery glad that | hadn't killed that last imp.
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They'redl dead,” shereported. “Areyou dl right, Fly?’

“Thirsty,” | croaked. My own canteen had split open during the fight, spilling its contents. She shared
water from her supplies.

“Better?’ she asked.

| nodded, utterly spent.

| dmost fell as she helped me out of the room. She set me down, held my arm. My mind till raced,
but my body was exhausted.

Arlene made me rest twenty minutes, then reluctantly helped me up so we could move on.

We walked past the secure area, beyond the pillar room, and faced another closed door. It was
hardly worth kicking. On the other side was a shimmering floor of the noxious dime, acrosswhichwasa
consolewith ablue key card. “Doesn’'t look too promising,” Arlene said.

| was never optimistic where toxic goo was concerned; but my head was il flying from the
adrenaline, a perfect recipe to make a volunteer.

“I'll go,” | said. “1 could use the exercise. Jogging isjust what my heart needs right now.”

“You need to rest, Hy!”

That was thoughtful of her. | appreciated her sentiments as | evaded her grasp and stepped into the
gunk, my boots making shunk-shoosh sounds, dowing me down and eating bit by bit through the thick
soles. Then | stepped on something hard and felt it shift under me. Heavy machine sounds came up
through the dime, followed by something more substantial. A section of floor rose through the toxin.

Staggering was not agood idea. | didn’t want to fall down inthis. | regained my footing as| saw a
wire-mesh platform rising to match a set of blue-paneled lights directly overhead. | wasjust about to take
steps when Arlene brushed past, turned, and stepped to the right to follow the path that was under those
lights

As sheran out of the pathway an odd thing happened. More wire mesh rose to meet her footsteps,
correspond-ing to the lights above, winking like the stars | hoped | would live long enough to see again. |
followed her. A mgor improvement over the norma way of crossing the dimelands—did any other spills
have such shortcutsinstaled, | wondered?

When we reached the “idand” on the other side of the green ocean, Arlene said, “Y ou may have
something with that rats-in-the-maze idea.”

“No human would design this, except maybe agame show host.”

“Gameisright. | wonder if the entire moon has been reworked?” She reached over and grabbed the
blue key card.

Wefound a door with pretty, blue trim; the key card popped it open. Inside, | whooped with pleasure
to see my old buddy, the rocket launcher, with lots of little battery rockets aswell as another AB-10
machine pisol.

The body of animp lay in acorner. “Think that one died of natural causes?” Arlene asked.

“Unnatura morelikely.”

“Say,” shesad, “if impsare smart enough to talk, why don'’t they use weapons?’

It was agood question . . . one of many that had started to gnaw at me. “Maybe because it wouldn’t
befar,” | sad.

“Excuseme?’ Arlene' s eyebrows shot skyward. “I must have misheard; it sounded like you said they
don’t use weapons because it wouldn't be fair.”

“Let merephrase.... it would be afair test of our defengve ability. The mastermind—whoever,
whatever

—wouldn’t learn much except what we look like when wedie ... and God knows, it already knows
that well enough.”

After amoment of silent thought, Arlenewhispered, “1 don't likeit, Fly; it makesmefed likewe're



being watched.”

“Youthink I'm paranoid?’

“I didn’'t say | didn’'t agree; | don't like the implications, that the whole invasion of the Martian moons
isjust practice, awar game, just the preludeto. ..”

“Towhat?’

“We d damn wel| better find out, Flynn Taggart.”

Arlenetook the AB-10. | took the sweet darling that could kill minotaurs and open doors.

Wedidn't run into any trouble on our way to the other lift on thislevd; it was clearly marked on the
video map. Maybe that was because there was so much trouble in the refinery. There must be aLaw of
Conservation of Tsouris. But the buttonsfor dl levels below the next were inoperative. It wasalocd
shuttle only. Arlene made triumphant noises, but | reminded her that we never did have abet on.

Only way out isdown, | repeated, and pressed the button. Whatever Arlene said, | still thought my
primary duty wasto get her the hell out of hell; but at the moment, her path and my path were the same:
we both needed to burn deeper into the nightmare.

“I don't like thelook of thisplace,” said Arlene as we stepped from the lift into a vine-covered
halway.

“What' s not to like? Rows of skulls, walls covered with squirming, writhing, fleshy ivy ... should be
like high schoal by now.”

We gave the tendrils awide berth; they looked like they might loop around our throats and strangle
thelifefrom us.

“Hy,” Arlenewhispered, “| see another lift right through there.” She pointed to the left, at agap inthe
ivy on that Sdewhere | suddenly redized there was no wall—only the squirming expanse of “plant” life.
“Uh-oh,” | said. There was more on the other side than aroom with alift in it. There were our old

friends, the demons. . . imps, too.

We dropped back from the window while the imps began to hiss and heave flaming spitwads. Then
my pa Arlenefroze my marrow with aprofessonaly cam voicein my ear: “Hy, | think we' regoing to
need the rocket launcher, too.”

| was dready getting ready to rock ‘n’ roll when | turned to see apair of giant, floating pumpkins
trapped in a cage ahead of us. | could have sworn that spot was empty when we first camein herel
Maybe the cage had been lowered just now.

If it had been demons, we could have ignored them; but the bars were spaced far enough apart that
the pumpkins had al the space they needed to fire their deadly bdl-lightning.

There was no telling why these heads were locked up; but it meant no more security for usthan caged
machine gunners.

Theair crackled above us, ectrica discharge ran thousands of prickling little fingers down my head
and back, and our hair stood at attention. Arlenelooked like a Goosh Ball. Focusing my concentration
on the singletask of standing up and firing, | heard her shout, “1'll take our nine!” referring to the
maddened imps and demonsto our |&ft, at the “nine o’ clock™ position, ripping through theivy.

We ducked asthefirebdls seared the same area where the balls of lightning had played dlectric
hairdresser. | wished theimps and pumpkins were only closer together, so that the firebals and lightning
balls might cross paths and wipe out both mongter lines.

| nearly got my wish. Arlene opened up with the AB-10; when the impsreturned fire, they hit thelr
demon buddies. . . the rest was history. While demons swallowed imps, who did their best to givea
horrible case of heartburn, | squeezed the firing ring, turning the pump-kin cage into an oven to bake
pumpkin pie.

“Areyou dl right?" | asked. | could tell from the way she was shaking her head that she hadn’t been
this close to the rocket explosions before.

“As soon as the phone stops ringing between my ears,” she answered.

“Pack awallop, don't they?”’

| was till worrying about the giant blocks of flesh as we skirted the cage and entered an empty, gray
room. “They used to use alot of chambers around here to crush ore and refinethe liquid,” Arlene



explained. “Becareful . . . lots of dangerous equipment.” Indeed, | could hear some heavy machinery
redly earning its keep right nearby. But what?

No platforms or lifts, no risng staircases; then Arlene won the prize by looking straight overhead.

“Holy ore-crusher, Batman!” she yelped.

The damned ceiling was descending on us. Not too fast, but fast enough. “Didn’'t | seethisina
trideo?’ | asked, edging back the way we' d come.

“It'sjust too Edgar Allan poetic,” said Arlene.

We backed out before turning into grease spots. “Now what?’

“Hateto say it, Fly . . . but there ain’t no other way to book. There must be adoor or something in
there—if we can find it and pop it before they have to scrape us up with aspatula.”

The ceiling hit bottom, then rose again at the same stately pace. “We could hunt for another route past
thisgarlic press,” she said hesitantly. “But I’'m pretty surethisisthe only direct route around to Sector
Nine, where we were looking through theivy window at the other lift. At leest, that’show | remember it
from when | was posted here.

“Look, Fly, let mego in and hunt; | know what this placeislike better than you.”

| hated the thought—Arlene under the crushing celling whilel waited outsde, “guarding”! But . . she
had a point.

Flashlight in one hand, Arlene ran to the opposite end of the room while the calling was il rising. She
rubbed her pam gently across the smooth surface.

“How are you doing?’ my voice was strong enough to call out.

“1 can't find any switches!” she cdled. Worried, | started pacing in front of the Poe chamber, a
restless sentry. Arlene found nothing . . . but would you believeit? | triggered amotion sensor, causing a
door to dide open near her. It was pure, dumb luck.

“Comeon,” she shouted. The celling had reached the top and was descending again. | ducked my
head like a halfback center-punching through the line and bolted across the room through the
door—which had dready begun to close asthe calling fell.

The door led to the room I" d seen from above, with huge, fleshy cubesrising and faling, an dien
mockery of the ore-crushers.

But the blocks weren't just flesh; they were dive. Twenty-five pink, fleshy pumping platforms
completely covering aroom seemed more pointless than disgusting. They made high, whining soundslike
newborn infants.

“What the hell arethey?’ | asked.

“Wonder if they can move out of those holesin the floor?’

“Chrigt,” | added, “what do they do?’

Arlene edged closer to one block. She squatted and rose with it, following it down and up. “Thisisn’t
just random flesh, Fly; thisis muscle tissue. Human muscletissue.”

| approached another block. “Thisisaheart or liver or something.” | tracked along the edge of
blocks. Thelast of thefive blocks comprised convoluted ridges and furrows, foldsin agrayish, spongy
medium. “Unless my grandma sbeen lying dl theseyears” | said, “themthere' sbrains, A.S.”

“Yecch.” We backed away. “All right. . . muscles, brains, some kind of organ meat—this suggest a
pattern to you, Hy?’

“Severd.” None of them pleasant.

“Arethey farming megt, human flesh?’

“That' sthe best-case scenario, Arlene.”

She looked a me with eyes widening. “And the worst-case?’

| smiled grimly. “They’refarming humans. They’ re getting the hang of growing human cdlls because
they’ retrying to geneticaly engineer zombie-soldiers, better than the pathetic ones they have now.”

We watched the blocks rise and fall a couple more minutes. Then Arlene upspake. “Corpora ?’

“Yes, PFC?”

“Permisson to hose their research?’

“Permission enthusagticaly granted. Y ou have something in mind, Arlene?’



Shedid. Therewas arow of torches aong the wall we d entered by. We blew them out, then
upended them, spilling the oil aswe hopped from block to squishy block. At thefar end, | let Arlenelight
the ceremonia cigarette lighter. It was her ides, after al.

We left the flesh blocks joyoudy in flame. | supposed the bone block would survive. Well, et the
bastards animate skeletons, then!

We bolted down a corridor and turned the corner; there | halted in astonishment. Arlene plowed into
me, then she too stared.

Fifteen demons had arranged themsalvesin asemicircle, backsto us, and they were grunting in
unison, giving the impression of speech. Over to theright | noticed abarrd of the ooze.

“Have ever told you about my barrel trick?’ | whispered.

“Back up around the corner.” | followed her, then peered around, lined up my shot very carefully, and
gently squeezed the trigger.

The world exploded. The heat blast pressed on my right eye and right hand as | pulled back. The
explosion even drowned out the screams of the demons.

When the debris settled and the last piece of pink and red demon flesh flopped to the smooth floor,
Arlene nodded. “Impressive,” she pronounced.

Then we found out what the demons had been doing crowded into that semicircle. They had been
worshiping.

Out of the smoke and flame strode a hell-prince ... and it was as mad asits name. It burst through the
wreckage, throwing pieces of demon and chunks of masonry in al directions, a state-of-the-art minotaur
with one hdll of a‘tude.

The hell-prince roared defiance and began firing dead-ly boltsat usfrom itswrist launchers.
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Run!” | shouted as| started loading the rocket launcher. Shewasn't listening. Her AB-10 wasrrattling
off hundreds of shotsthat harmlesdy bounced off the hellion. Our only chance was the rocket launcher.

| fired off the first two rockets as | was dancing backward; the force knocked meinto Arlene and
sent us both sprawling. The AB-10 skidded across the floor, and Arlene went after it on hands and
knees. An energy bolt flashed between us, searing my eyebalsfor amoment. | didn't careif | could see,
s0long as| could fedl the smooth, metal surfaces of the little D-cell rockets and finish reloading. Just as|
finished loading, my vision cleared; the eight-foot hell-prince bore down upon us, surrounded by smoke
and gtinking of brimstone.

I"d promised myself never, ever to fire off rockets this close to the target! But agood ook at that
green gorgon face with theram’shornswas all | needed to reassess my position. | squeezed.

Thethird and fourth direct hits dowed the behemoth to a confused crawl; but till it stood. | could see
again—but now | couldn’t hear.

Loading, fingersnumb, | didn’t bother getting back to my feet; | fired fromwherel lay. | did past
Arlene, who had picked up her machine pistol and wasaming it.

She shielded her eyes and hugged the ground as rockets five and six pounded the same tough chest
that had withstood the previous four.

| closed my eyeswhile diding; the force of the sound took me like aphysical wave, carrying me down
the hal. The weight of Mars pressed on my eardrums as| rose groggily to my feet to reload the launcher.
The Prince of Hell stood stock-till, eyeing me with adoleful expression.

| aimed and prepared to fire; but the monster made aloud, wheezing sound—a sigh?—and tumbled
over, siff asadtatue, to impact directly onitsface.

“What in God' snamewasthat?’ Arlene gasped, still shaking.

“No naming game for thisbaby,” | said. “ Already hasaname. Y ou're looking at the same model of
Héell Prince you dodged when you dipped through the crack on Phobos, before the Gate. Thisiswhat
was tramping down the corridor while you scrawled a skull and C-bones on the wall.”

She shook her head, clearing dien cobwebs and gppearing truly weary for the first time. “Boy, if the
light had been better, you’ d have been on your own, Fly, ‘ cause | sure as hell wouldn't have wasted two
seconds making amark with that mother staring mein theface.”

“Oh yesyou would have.”

“Egomaniac.”

We needed dl the cheering we could give each other.

Picking through the carcasses, it ssemed unfair that our only reward would be more ooze exactly
where we needed to go.

“Damn,” said Arlene, “the whole place looksflooded.”

“Y ou came up with thejogging theory,” | reminded her. “Let’ sfind out how good it is.”

| shouldn’t have said anything, for then sheinsisted on going firgt, running through the middle of the
toxin. | followed close behind, feding the pain right through my soles. We didn’t quite manageto jog, but
we did keep up abrisk walk.

The toxin dowed us down with a sucking, gripping qudlity; each second made mefed likeit had been
too long since my last check-up. | kept wishing for another of those crazy blue spheresto show up: | was
beginning to wonder if I'd imagined thefirg.

All bad things come to an end. Wefinally made it around the facility to the other elevator in Sector 9,
not ten feet from where we' d started, if only we' d been able to shove through the flesh-ivy. | was
beginning to hate the ooze morethan | did the monsters. . . except when it wasin barrels.

The lift was the antique kind with alever to start and stop, rather than buttons. We had ahell of atime
trying to get it to stop at the next level down.

The levd started with ateleporter; not agood sign, far as| was concerned. “My turnto go first,” |



sad; Arlenedidn’t argue.

By thetime she arrived, thirty seconds later, | was back at work. I’ d killed three imps and five former
soldiers workers, amore dim-witted than usua zombie collection.

“My turn to rescue you,” she said; but thiswas duck soup after the hell-prince. Heck, most of the
zombiesweren't even armed!

“WEe re getting good at this,” | said.

“Don't get cocky,” shewarned. | let it passwithout remark.

A platform lowered as we gpproached, asif inviting usinto the parlor; ill feding cocky despite
Arlene swarning, | stepped aboard. Arlene followed, of course.

At thetop, | took aturn and came face to face with another hell-prince, holding ablue key card inits
clavd

“Get it—get it!” Arlene shouted; | didn’t know whether she meant the card or the mongter ... but in
ether case, | had only four rocketsleft, not enough!

| jerked up the launcher, then paused, staring. Some-thing wasweird. Then | redlized: we were
nose-to-snout, and the thing hadn’t screamed yet.

Or moved. | edged closer ... It was frozen solid, like it had seen agorgon from Greek mythology.
Turned to stone.

Heart pounding like apile driver, | stepped close and gently plucked the blue key card from its claw.
Then | rgoined Arlene on thefloor, till shaking.

Toxic waste literaly surrounded us, the dry space where we stood like an idand. The light was good
enough to see other raised machinery platforms making idandsin this sea.

Arlene found apole of thin metal. She tapped around for shallow parts and traced a crossable path to
thefirg “idand”; then she repeated the process until we made it through the toxic goop and into
blue-glowing corridor.

At least the color of the corridor made me glad to have the blue key card. On cue, weran into a
blue-trimmed door at the end of the corridor. We crossed into anarrow corridor with red-glowing walls,
floor, and ceiling, so bright that it hurt our eyes. We heard afamiliar thud-thud &t the end of the hdll; it
sounded like more flesh blocks.

Variety isthe spice of life, even on Deimos. The sounds came from a piece of stamping machinery that
didn’'t seem to be theleast bit organic. | was grateful for that.

“Oh, great,” said Arlene, “somejerk has tossed another key card onto the base.” The implication was
that we couldn’t walk away from something so valuable as another computer key card.

A giant, meta piston repeatedly smashed down to within afew centimeters of the base, samping
anything on the base into powder. “ Arlene, why would anyone put the card out for us, except as bait?
Wedon't need it.”

“We used the blue card to get thisfar,” sheingsted.

“What' s behind the mystery yellow door?’

“But Arlene...” Shewasthrough listening. The only way to get the yellow key card wasto dide
acrossthe base, grab it, and roll off the other side before the stamping part came down to turn the
contestant into pate.

She backed away, measuring the piston’ srise and fall with her eyes. | was about to stop her and tell
her about the patented Fly technique for opening doors; then | remembered my meager supply of
rockets.

“Atleast et medo that,” | said.

“Y ou? Corpord Two-left-feet onthe drill fidd?’

| opened my mouth to angrily protest; then | redlized she was right—undergtating it, if anything. |
never could get the timing right on anything more complicated than dress-right-dress or point-and-shoot.

My heart in my mouth, | watched Arlene count, timing the piston. Then quickly, before she could think
better of it or | could object again, she jumped just asit hit the low point and started to rise again.

Arlene sprinted across the room and threw hersdlf into aface-first basebal dide, scooping the key
card in her arms. She did to ahalt... but she was still on the base!



For aningtant shefroze. | couldn’t possibly reach her in time—and a horrible image flashed through
my mind.

If Arlene died, inthe next cycle, | knew | would jump on the machine and die alongside her.

Thank God | didn’t have to make that decision; at the last second she made a panic rall off the
platform.

Arlenel€eft the key card on the stamper, near the edge; but it was a smple matter, when the piston
rose, to scoop it off from where she stood.

She pocketed it... and good thing; past the stamping machine was athick airlock door, tough asa
bank vault, surrounded by yellow lights. | doubt arocket would even have scratched the chrome. Maybe
aSAM.

Theyedlow key card let usinto acentral, circular corridor surrounding agiant, cylindrical room. We
took alift down into the room; onceinside, the lift moved up again.

“Uh, Hy, | don’'t see any switch to bring it back down.” Damned if shewasn't right.

Fromingde, the lift door looked like a spine with ribs coming out of it. Once again, no human would
ever have made anything like this. The diens were definitely re-working Deimos, and had been for some
time.

“I don't like thelr interior decorator,” she said, asif reading my mind. Shetilted her head in the
direction of the latest attraction. A row of what looked like red spittoons stretched out of sight, and on
each onetherewas a skull bathed in red light.

“If these were human minds, I’ d say they were psychotic,” | commented.

“Y ou know something, Fly? Every monster we' ve seen has ahead too large or strangely shaped to be
mistaken for ahuman head.”

“Yes”

“Then how do you account for the skulls? Whether they’ re designs on walls or cellings or whole skulls
likethese, they'redl human.”

“And they couldn’t have been taken from us, not al of them; with al the zombies and unbeheaded
corpses, who' d be left?’

Shetouched one. “Thisisn't redl,” she said. “Morelike metd than bone.”

| turned it over, looking at it from different angles. “I’ll bet it's meant to scare us, same asthe fregkin’
swastika. Well, we' re past being bothered by Halloween.”

| instantly regretted my choice of words. No sooner would | toss achalengeinto the air than it would
be answered. Was someone watching our every move?

Thistimeit was ahorde of imps, zombies, and acouple of pumpkins coming around the curve of the
room, screaming doom in our ears. Fortunately, they were only coming a us from the one direction. We
would have had no chanceiif attacked from both directions.

Arlene dropped flat, and | |et fly with my last rockets. | ignored the imps, concentrating on the two
pumpkins, the greater thredt.

Somebody got careless on the other side, and soon all the monsters were mixing it up among
themsdves

We drew back around the curve and waited for silence; then we did back and smoked the survivors
with shotgun and AB-10. | ill had onelast rocket.

In the course of the fight, somebody—us or them—accidentdly activated a switch in the floor that
caused part of astaircase to rise. When the last pumpkin smashed into orange and blue dime against the
ruined head of thelast nated imp, we started up the steps. Arlene activated the next switch.

Another set of stepsrose, and we took them to the third switch and set of stairs. At the top we found
ateleporter.

We stepped aboard one at atime, mefirgt, teleporting to along corridor with barred windows
looking outside. Arlene bent over for acloser view and pulled back with agasp.

“Let meguess,” | said. “You didn’t seethe starsor Mars.”

Swallowing hard, she motioned for meto look for myself. She wasn't in the mood for humor. Blood
had drained from her face, areaction I d never before seenin Arlene. | put my face against the window.



Asachild, I’d seen apainting in amuseum that gave me my firs nightmare. | hadn’t thought of itin
years, but now it came back to me.

Beyond the window was ariver of human faces, hundreds of them, each anidand in an ocean of flesh.
Each face had ahorrified expression ssamped on it, each adamned soul.

The spectacle achieved its purpose. We were both distracted. Otherwise we wouldn't have been so
cardess asto dlow a stomping, single-minded demon to get close enough to clamp itsjawson Arlene's
back and shoulder.

Her crieswere echoed by each facein the river of damned souls, each screaming Arlene’ s pain and
torment.
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Arlene!” | shouted. | grabbed the monster with my hands and literaly pulled it off her beforeit could
position itsdlf to take a second and certainly letha bite.

It sumbled clumsily. | grabbed the AB-10 and pumped two dozen rounds into its open, blood-caked
maw. It didn’t get up.

| was amogt afraid to touch her. Blood pumped out of the horrible, fatal wound.

Arlenewasdying.

Her face was sallow, eyes vacant and staring. One pupil was dilated, the other contracted to a
pinpoint. Therewas nothing | could do, not even with afull medica lab.

But damn her, shewas not going to die here and join that river of faces.

Asgently as | could, | lifted Arlene' s bleeding body in my armsand carried her out of that circle of
hell. Her rasping breath was acal to ams, asignd that life and hope still remained in the young gd.

| set her down at the end of the corridor; the lift door was blocked by ariver of what appeared to be
lava. Hoping the red stuff was at least no worse than the green stuff, | dashed acrossinto an alcove
where asingle switch mocked me.

| flipped it, causing a path to rise up through the “lava.” So far, so good. | ran back, grabbed Arlene,
and walked across the path as quickly as possible.

At thelast step before reaching the lift, | heard a grinding noise from behind. | paused and looked
back: anew path rose dowly, leading to an acove hidden from view except from where | now stood.

The cubbyhole contained another one of the blue-face spheresthat | thought I’ d never see again, the
oneitem that | had hesitated to tell Arlene about because it seemed so incredible.

The sight was like another of the adrendine bursts. Quickly, before the path could lower again, |
powered her across, not bothering to stop and pick up pieces of equipment that fell from us, some
landing on the path, some lost inthelava. | had a grest terror that the sphere would fly away just beforel
got there, like acarnivd baloon just out of reach.

| reached it, hesitated for amoment—then literdly threw Arlene onto the sphere to make surel
wouldn’t bethe oneto touch it first.

With anearly audible sllent pop, the blue liquid was al over her; and the red liquid on her body, the
blood, evaporated into the blue. Arlene sat up and coughed, looking like someone coming out of a deep
deep.

“How do you fed?’

“My shoulder hurts like a son of abitch. What the hell happened?’

“Pinkie decided to have you for amidnight snack. | put him on adiet. You sureyou'redl right?’

Standing up, she shook her arm, staring in wonder at the shredded deeve and tooth marks. “What in
God'sname did you do to me?’

| figured the time had findly cometo tell her about the « magica blue spheres. She had no trouble
bdievingme.

Only my pistol and some shotgun shells had been logt to the lava. Wegponsin hand, we did into the
elevator and pressed the only floor button, labeled Command Center.

Thelift had barely begun to grind dowly downward when suddenly Arlene reached past me and
pushed thered “kill” button. The elevator stopped, faling slent.

“Why did you kill the power?’

She stared at me before answering. For amoment | had

aterrible fear that something had gone wrong with the blue sphere and she was going to turninto a
zombieinfront of me. Instead she asked, “Fly, are you starving, or isit just me?’ | shook my head. She
continued: “Maybeit' sthat blue thing, but I’'m so famished | could swallow one of those pink demons.”

“How abouit floating pumpkin pie for dessert?’

“And I’'m suddenly exhausted. Fly, | need some deep.” | had completely lost track of the supplies.



Arlenehadn’t. “Don’t you ever listen to training videos? Never wander into battle without MRES.” She
demongtrated the truth of her maxim. Suddenly, | redized | was hungrier than | thought. A Med Ready
to Eat sounded like the finest, gourmet cuisinein the solar system.

“A stopped eevator as a secure base. | never would' ve thought of it.”

“Next best thing to aHoliday Inn,” she added, raising an eyebrow. Arlene showed adomestic Sde
that sur-prised me. While we talked, she took the packages of freeze-dried food and mixed them in the
water of her canteen. “ Sorry it'll be cold,” she said as | watched her shake the contents with the skill of a
bartender preparing the perfect martini.

“That'sdl right, beautiful. | like cold—" 1 picked up the package, glanced at thetitle. “—cold beef
Sew.”

| dso liked the fact that Arlene was dlive. Aswe chowed down, | felt the strongest emotions since
finding her on Deimos.

Maybe she sensed the ingppropriate feelings coming off mein waves. Shelowered her head and
blinked rapidly, asif stopping hersdf from crying by main force.

“What' swrong?’ | asked.

“Don’'t want to tell you.”

“Why not?

She hesitated. “Willy,” she said. “PFC Dodd.”

“Oh.” | squirmed uncomfortably.

“I’ve been forcing myself not to think about him. He' sdead, isn't he? Or ... worse.”

“You don’t know that! | thought you were dead or reworked, but | found you dive.”

“Find anybody else?’

| didn’t say anything.

“Fly, I’ ve accepted the fact. That he’ sdead, | mean. | don’t think | could face—the other possibility.”
She looked up, her eyes moist but not tearing. “ Promise me something.”

“Anything possble”

“If wefind himand heis, you know . .. andif | can't doit... will you? Promise? And don’t mention
himagan.”

| nodded, not trusting myself to speak. Funny lump in my throat. Y eah, babe; Il be happy to blow
away my rival for your hand if he should happen to turn up azombie. No problemo!

She changed the subject, wrenching my mind back on the primary issue. “Fly, | think it's pretty likely
that the aienswe refighting aren’t the same ones who built the Gates”

“| waswondering about that myself,” | said. “All thisweird stuff, skulls and satanic symbols—there
was nothing about the Gates themselves that hinted at this. The Gates don’'t look like a Vincent Price
movie”

“There snothing eldritch about the Gates,” she said. | was garting to like that word. “ So let’ s assume
these diens found the Gates and discovered away to turn them on from the other end. But why do they
look so much like human-style demons?’

“Genetic enginegring?’ | suggested. “ They could be deliberately designed to look like our conception
of hell, particularly the hell-princes. They’ re the dead give-aways.”

“Can’t you find some other word than dead?” she begged, afleck of red tomato paste on her lips.

“The hdl-princes are just too much like medieva drawings of the devil to be naturd.”

“Unlessthey redlly are hell-princes” Arlenesad.

| shook my head, unwilling to consider that possibility.

So we st in glence for amoment, finishing our food and drink. Much more thinking dong these lines
and I’ d be ready to take communion again.

“I was never redly afraid of mongersasachild,” Arlenefindly said. “ Grown-ups were scary enough
by themsdlves”

“Why invadeat dl?What isthisfor?’

“Good question,” she sad. “Here sanother: If they can genetically engineer imps and demons, why
do they need human zombie-daves? And why grow human flesh?’



“Maybe they want super-zombies, more powerful than these dead excusesfor lemmings, but till able
to pass among us undetected.”

Arlene yawned, struggling to show enthusiasm. “But that may be their weskness, Fly. The zombies
don’t amount to much. You and | aren’t scared by skullsand evil symbols. What if thereisafinite
number of the actua monsters and they can't easly recreate them? What if the monsterstoo are
‘reworked’ from other crestures, creatures the mastermind has to breed and raise? That would mean
every horrible creature wekill is one fewer to invade Earth if they can’t be replaced. Until the new,
improved pod-people come on-line.”

| likedit. “Arlene, if you'reright, al we haveto doiskill everything . . . and we end theinvasion.”

We didn't have anything for dessert, so we used imagination to sweeten the conversation. “I’ ve been
thinking about the ideathey’ re using Deimos as a gpaceship,” | said. “How can you move something as
large asawhole moon?’

“I was thinking some sort of hyperspace tunnel. Y eah, | know; I’ ve been reading too much sci-fi,
Hy.”
| didn’t say it. At least it was something, a hypothesis. “ Maybe there' s some way to break through the
tunnel walls?’ | asked.

“Maybe. But it could dso kill us. We don't know if ‘outsde thewals hasthe same physicd laws;
and evenif it does, if theré seven any air.”

“It could also disrupt what’ s happening, maybe destroy Deimos and everything onit.”

“Including us? But that would throw amonkey wrench in their invason plans” she said withasmile
that turned into ayawn. Shewasn't bored. Her eydids were heavy from exhaustion.

“If these creatures run the moon—the ship,” | said, “then what horrors guard the tunnel wall?’

“Those faces couldn’t be real, could they? | hated those faces. . .” Her head nodded forward and she
snored. It wasn't avery loud snore.

The elevator was as secure a place aswe were likely to find. | sat watch and let her deep. There was
an eerie dlence despite the faint vibration. After four hours | woke her up.

“Your turn,” sheinssted, rubbing pieces of deep from her eyes.

“Don’t let me deep more than three hours.”

“Hy, deep! | command you to deep,” she said, making hypnotic passes. | dept. . . not because of the
mystic passes, but because of amud dogger’ s ability to deep anywhere.

| could have done without the dreams.

Theriver of faces touched something deep in both of us, the place where you store up al your fears
and regrets. Going to deep meant sinking right into that place.

| wastangled in long, sticky fiberslike a giant spiderweb, but at the center of the web was aface
made of ahundred different faces. | didn’t want to look at it; but the face came closer, dowly rotating
like aplanet, showing different faces sporead acrossiits surface, smiles mdting into frowns, rows of eyes
like so many beads of glass, noses creating an uneven mountain range stretching to the horizon.

Then the sphere of blue faceswas pressed right against mine, and it had stopped turning. In the center
was the face of my long dead grandfather as | had seen him in the open casket. His toothless mouth was
working, lipstwisting, but no sounds came out.

| knew what he was saying, though: “Dinnalet them rework me, FiannaFlynn, melad . . . dinnanever
let them rework usdl, b’ Gad.”

The gticky fibers became tendrils diding up my nose and into my mouth, choking me. Thetruthis out
there. ..

| woke up in acold swesat. Arlene was shaking me hard.

“Hly, areyou okay?’

“Seepisoverated,” | gasped. | wasjust astired aswhen I’d put my head down. Standing, | felt
dizzy. Probably running afever, but | didn’t want to mention it. There was nothing to be done anyway. |
pushed the button back in to reactivate the power; then | pushed the floor button, and the elevator
continued itstrip to the Command Center.

It was agood thing we' d eaten and tried to get some rest. The moment the doors opened, we werein



another damned firefight with zombies, imps, pumpkins, and a specter.

The ambush trapped usin thelift. We used the lift doorsfor cover.

By the time we worked our way out, we' d cleaned a huge room with stairways at either end, leading
up to asplit-level. There were six pillars; each had its designated nasty hiding behind it.

Pushing through a door at the top of the split-level, we found a gigantic indoor garden or arboretum.
Thear wasthick with pollen from ajungle of fleshy plants overgrowing where some breed of computers
used to be.

Arlene sneezed repeatedly. | lucked out. | was so exhausted that maybe | wasn't breathing as deeply.
“Y ou can say onething for the greenhouse,” | observed. “ Plants are plants here, and not combined with
machines.”

Blowing her nose—allergies—Arlene added: “And men are men, and so arethewomen.” All that was
missing was a handsome horse and blazing Six-guns.

The absence of monsters was reason enough to explore. We could bregthe later. The primary motif
seemed to be a blackish, oily wood that sure as hell never originated on the old home planet.
Periodically, the wood bubbled and popped, like ulcerated sores in what-ever monstrous trees had
produced it. | imagined athree-headed Paul Bunyan with ax-handle hands cutting the planks.

The ground sguished underfoot as we walked; | looked closaly and saw incredibly long, wafer-thin
insects scoot-ing out from under our feet. Wefinally reached the end of the arboretum and the vegetation
ran out against puke-green marble, just as we' d seen back in the warehouse,

“Will you look at that?’ said Arlene, pointing a red-orange curtains of fire crackling beyond the high
walls, at asufficient distance that we weren't roasting.

“Now that’sbad taste,” | said. “Next they’ Il have Lieutenant Weemsin ared devil suit pop out of a
cake.”

“Complete with pointy tail?’ she asked wryly.

“Y ou have atwisted mind, PFC Sanders.”

The better to explore with, | added mentaly. | hoped this situation wasn't like those science fiction
stories where the terrifying menaces are taken telepathically from the greatest fears of the human beings
involved. My worst fears couldn’t be this corny!

Arlene found aswitch that opened a hidden room; we went with the flow. Entering the chamber, we
marveled at how different it was from what we' d seen before. The entire room was constructed of that
black, aily, ulcerating wood. There was one object in the room, placed at dead center: abasrelief of a
demonic mongter more horrible, or moreridiculous, than any we d fought. Every physicd attribute of the
thing was exaggerated so that it almost seemed to be a cartoon. The largest protuberance of al wasits
penis, sticking out at a45-degree angle.

“They'vegot to bekidding,” said Arlene.

“I hateto bring it up, but that’ s probably another switch,” | suggested.

“I've handled worse,” she admitted.
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As sheflipped the switch, we heard familiar heavy, grinding sounds outside in the marble chamber.
Being nearer the door, | took alook-see. | wasn't the least bit surprised to see aset of stairsrisingupin
the marble room leading straight up to one of thewalls of fire. Arlenejoined mein pondering this new
development. Neither of us seemed to bein agreat hurry to run up those sairs.

“Do you fed fireproof?’ she asked me.

“I left my asbestos pgjamas back on Earth.”

“Maybe there’ s an opening we can't see from down here.”

“We can only dream,” | sighed. | went first. She was close behind, though. As soon asit becametoo
hat, | had every intention of sopping. | didn’'t fed any heet at dl.

Arlenencticed aswdl. “Thisign't abit like Campfire Girls” shesaid. “By now, dl the marshmalows
in my pocket should be screaming out: ‘ Put meon astick!””

“Y ou have marshmalows?’

“No.”

“I don't think it' sareal flame. Wait here, Arlene. If | catch onfire or die of heet stroke, you'll know
there was something wrong with my theory.” Another ten steps up the stairs convinced methat | was
definitely on to something. Ten more steps and | was becoming certain. | till wasn't hot as| walked right
up to the curtain of seething flame and very dowly put my hand out.

The hand went right through the fire, disappearing from view without causing Y ours Truly the least
discomfort. | didn't even get abligter. “Arlene,” | caled out, “thefireisan illuson. Come onup.”

| walked right through, then turned around where the fire should be. ... and there was nothing there but
the welcome sight of Arlene coming up the stairs. “Arlene, can you seeme?’ | asked.

“No,” sheanswered, staring right a me. *Y ou’ ve disgppeared behind thefire.”

“For my next illuson,” | announced with my best stage magician’ s voice, and stepped back through
wherethe curtain had to be, “I pull something cool out of my hat.”

“Likeabeer?’ she asked, taking the last steps two at atime so we stood on the same level.

“No beer, but | do have asurprise” Shewas curious, and | bent from the waist, gesturing through the
curtain. She preceded meto the big surprise.

“Oh, no,” she sad, “not another teleporter.”

We were both pretty worn-down by this point, but a new teleporter meant we had to make a
decison. What we needed was amap to show usthelocation of al the frying pans and fires. “ So should
we bother with this one or not?’

Shesghed. “We d better try it, Fly. We ve got to find away off thismoon, and thisis pretty carefully
hidden away. Let’ sgiveit ashot, hon.”

“Who'sfirg thistime?’ | asked.

She hooked her arm in mine. “Let’ sdo it together again.”

Wegpons out, we stepped aboard. With aflash of light, we zapped to a huge room shaped like the
spokes of awagon whed.

Six hdll-princes surrounded us.

Six monstrous mouths opened.

Six mongtrous throats emitted guttural screams.

Twelve angry, red eyes burned a usin the dim light.

The hdll-princes were not the only ones screaming.

Arleneand | screamed, too. Thiswas asght to make anyone howl at the moon. Asthe greenfireballs
began exploding dl around us, we Smply lost it—running around like chickenswith their legs cut off,
shooting wildly. There was nowhereto run, but we sure as hell tried!

“Duck!” we shouted at each other at about the same time. The balls of energy made fireworks over
our heads. Our gunfire was nothing more than aquiet popping in that chaos, mild raindrops, but we kept



firing, me with my shotgun and Arlene with her AB-10.

| found adoor by pure, random chance. Praying for amiracle, | hollered for Arlene and yanked the
door open . . . and now | was surrounded by a dozen floating pumpkins! Frying pansand
fires—definitdy frying pansand pumpkins.

Arlene screamed something from the chamber with the hell-princes, but | couldn’t hear her over my
own screaming. This Situation was fast becoming unacceptable.

There were too many pumpkins even to think about shooting; death, doom, and destruction from al
directiond | ranasfast asl could . . . right back into the room with the hell-princes.

| was't thinking very clearly, but Arlene ill had her head screwed on. Her hand snaked out and
grabbed me. She' d stepped inside another of the spoke-chambers and now hauled meinside with her. |
imagined wall-to-wall demonswaiting for us, zombies stacked like cordwood to the celling, imp tartare ..
. but ingde, for the moment, was nothing but Arleneand Y ours Truly.

She hdd afinger againgt her lips; | braced mysdlf for the Bad Guys to come after us and imagined the
absolute wordt. A tidal wave of sound crashed on us—roaring, screaming, crashing. But al that came
through that doorway was sound. The pumpkins and the hell-princes collided in atorrent of blood and
vengeance.

There were so many mongters that they took along timeto die. At least fifteen minutes Arleneand |
crouched in our little closet of safety asthe pumpkins splattered themselves againgt the horned heads of
the hell-princes. Blue balls of energy evaporated againgt letha lightning bolts. Blood flowed thick on the
floor. We stayed right where we were.

Findly, there was beautiful slence. We heard each other’ s breathing. “Who goesfirst?’ Arlene
whispered.

“What do you mean?’

“Who takes a peek?’

| raised my hand asif | were back in grade schooal.

Cautioudy | poked my head outside the star-pointed hideaway. A single hell-prince remained on its
feet. | pulled back inside our hideaway and reported.

“Thenwhy isn't he a the doorway threetening to rip our lungs out?’

| looked past her. The hell-prince loomed in the doorway, waiting to ...

It looked like yesterday’ slunch today. Arlene saw my face, followed my eyesand saw it.

| grabbed for my rocket launcher, but it was gone from the webbing—dropped in panic in one of the
two rooms, of course!

Arlene pointed her AB-10. “That won't work,” | shouted. A peashooter against the most powerful
mon-ster we' d run into! Had she gone insane?

She pulled the trigger three times, and thrice the hammer clicked on an empty chamber.

She stared as the mauled, bloody beast staggered forward like Frankenstein’s mongter, clutching at
her. Winding up like the Mud Hens' star pitcher, she heaved the gun into the minotaur’ s ugly face. Good
God. I'm watching an old episode of Superman! | thought.

It blinked. The horned head shook dowly back and forth, I€eft to right, asif trying to remember
something.

Thenit fell, straight as atoppling redwood, to the cold marble—dead.

“And | didn’'t even know hewas sick,” said Arlene. We both burst into hystericd laughter—stress
released.

The floor was dippery with dick, tacky pumpkin juice, and we amost dipped severd times.
Clambering across the body of another hell-prince, Arlene pushed into the pumpkins room and shouted,
“Youwon't believethid”

“What?’ | was hunting for my good pal, Mr. Launcher.

“Get your butt in herel Um, please get your butt in here, Corpora.” Thereit was! | snagged it and
clambered after her.

The light wasflickering, but I could see well enough. Crucified on the walls were the mutilated bodies
of four hdll-princes, with spidery trails of dried blood extending from their hands—if those hamswith



claws on the end could be called hands.

“Jesus, Mary, and Joseph! What the hell isgoing on here?’ Blasphemy! chanted my memory-nuns. . .
demons crucified in mockery of Our Lord.

The hell-princes were killed along time ago; the dried blood told us that much. We made acircuit of
the chamber and found plastic spheres with cracks so that they could swing open or close aseadily. All
the sphereswere empty. . . but they were just the size to hold pumpkins.

“Pumpkin nests,” said Arlene.

| stared awhile longer at the four crucified bodies of the minotaurs. “My God, it must have been the
damned pumpkins themsalves put the princes up there! They must hate them worse than they do us.”

It was ardligious reveation for both of us. “No wonder it's so easy to pit them against each other,”
said Arlenein awe. “They despise and | oathe each other so much, they proudly display each other’s
ripped carcasses.” Shelooked up at me, face lighting up. “ Jesus, Fly, we have achanceto win!”

| saw where she was headed. | had thought that the mongter-aliens were smply so bad-tempered that
when azombie ssumbled in the way of animp firebal, or ademon took a bullet meant for one of us, they
lost their concentration and turned on each other with mindless ferocity.

But “mindlessferocity” didn’t explain the cold, deliberate crucifixion of hell-princes by pumpkins, did
it? Such a contemplative act required a deep, abiding animosity or hatred, and the single-minded
determination to torture,

Something, the“mastermind,” held them together; but | eft to themsalves, the natural inclination of each
monster would be to hunt down al the other kinds and kill them.

The thought certainly suggested our tactic: kill the damned mastermind, and |et nature take her course!

Now the only question waswherein this hell that mastermind was.

We continued searching the pumpkin room. We found it stuffed with ammo, everything from rockets
to shellsto rounds for Arlene’ s depleted AB-10; the various firefights had run us dry. After loading up,
we pushed past one of the crucified hell-prince bodies and checked out the rest of the wagon whed.

Not a creature was stirring, not even azombie.

“Shall wetdeport?” asked Arlene.

“ After what happened the last time we teleported?’

“We going to spend therest of our lives on thiskarmic whed ?’

“Apresvous, Bodhisattva.”

We teleported together. Appearing on aplatform in ametallic room, we saw a door with bluetrim
that sure as shootin’ required ablue key card. Arlenewent over and put her ear toiit. “I hear what might
be alift operating; | guesswe go thataway.”

“Key, key, who'sgot thekey?’ | asked. “ Another typica day on the job. Teleport. Get akey. Open
adoor. Find ateleport.”

Arlenegmiled. “| guesswe'reinarut.”
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Nothing remarkable about this area, except one dark section that wasjust begging for aflashlight. |
went up, cast alight, and saw twisty passages that suggested amaze. The light was curioudy muted,
dying out after only afew fedt.

“Y ou want to poke in here?’ | whispered; whispering seemed appropriate.

“Um ... no. Maybewe don't need to; and | don't like the look of the place. It's dark—not that I'm
afraid of the dark!”

“Really?1 suream, especidly recently. All right, it’s pitch-black, it samaze, and the ceilings are low
and claustrophobic. Pass.” | mean, why? Lifeis short, especidly on Deimos.

| was still staring into the blackness when gunshots yanked my attention back to Arlene. | raced down
the hall and saw her pumping dugsinto tiny, emaciated demons, so smdl | dmost didn’t recognize them.
“Look what | found!” she exclaimed, kicking the tiny bodies aside. Reaching behind their corpses, Arlene
extracted ablue key card.

Tiny demons? | wondered . . . were they mutants? Failed experiments? Or did demons shrink when
they starved? Other possibilities were more disturbing: Were these child demons? Were demons born or
hatched, or created whole somewhere? | shuddered; whatever they were, they gave me the cregps more
than their gigantic counterparts.

She sprang the door with the key card, and we went right through, smooth asyou please. . . only to
discover another door right behind it, this one requiring ayelow card! “Egah,” | bellowed, and by God |
meant it!

An hour later we had traded a bunch of ammunition for ashiny, new, yelow key card. Don't ask.

We shuffled back to the mystery door, and Arlene inserted the card.

It did. Revedling . . . Yet another door: red.

“You know,” | said, “there’ sonly one section of thiswhole place we ve avoided.”

“The dark, mazy thing we passed? Fly, we don’'t even know there’ sakey card inthere, or that if
thereis, it'sred.”

“WEell... | shot adoor open with arocket once.”

“How many rockets we have?’

“Now?Six.”

“How many doesit taketo kill ahdl-prince?’

“Usudly sx.”

Arlene sucked air through her teeth. “Maze,” she voted.

| understood her concern; if we used one or two rockets to open the last door, then encountered a
minotaur on the other side, we' d be out of luck. | shrugged; maze it was.

Aswe entered the pitch-black corridor, our flashlights barely penetrated the darkness. “ There must
be some kind of neutraizing or damping field,” Arlene whispered behind me.

This bit wastoo close to that Jules Verne movie, where the members of the expedition get separated
inthedark. | wasn't going to let that happen to us.

“Hy—didn't | seeapair of goggles of some sort back in the yellow-key room?’

“Did you? Whet of it?’

“Could they be light-amplification goggles?’

That sounded like agood excuse to get out of the dark.

Actudly, anything sounded like agood excuse to get out of that dark maze; | had the creepy feding
that creatures were shadowing us ... creaturesthat didn’t need light-amp goggles.

We returned the way we had come, and sure enough, the goggles were there. Arlene wasright: one
pair. “Will these even work in the energy-sucking field?’ | wondered.

Arlene shrugged. How e se could we find out?

At the mouth of the maze we hesitated. Who was to wear them? We settled it scientifically: my vison



was 20-40, barely good enough to avoid glasses; Arlene swas 20-15, better than “ perfect.” In other
words, she got the goggles.

Besides, shewasthegirl. | don't know why that occurred to me then; she seemed to get the goggles
anawful lot.

She put them on and adjusted for ambient light, then led me back into the tunnd of darkness. | don’t
even like haunted-house rides at amusement parks. “Oh, spit,” she said.

“Don’t give me any bad news.”

“Battery’slow.”

“| told you not to give me any bad news.”

“The goggles keep fading in and out.” She' d stopped walking forward and | bumped up against her
again. “Or maybeit' s because of the field; but they’ re lower power than the flashlights, and they do work
... sort of.”

She gtarted moving again, and dark asit was, | made believe | was her shadow, hand on her
shoulder. “ Tel mewhat you see”

“Everything is green and fuzzy. It' slike looking at the world through a Coke bottle.”

About five minutesinto the maze Arlene dived to the Sde, bowling me over. An exploding ball of
energy lit up our surroundings for afraction of asecond; but al | saw wasthe back of Arlene' s head.

“Hdl-prince!” she shouted. “Fly, use the launcher!”

“Can’'twerun?’

“No,” shesaid, srangely indstent, “we ve got to fight it!”

| undung and waited, staring wide-eyed into the black.

“Where? Whereisit?’

“I'll guide you,” Arlene said, voice lower, morein control. Holding her shoulder so she wouldn’t be
between me and my mongter, | tried to aim the rocket launcher with the other hand. | couldn’t do it!

“Still—stand till, beside me,” she urged. “Right. Now listen . ..” Another lightning ball scorched the
air, pounding the wal just above my head, and | dropped the damned weapon! She didn’t missabest.
“It'sright at your feet, Fly. Bend down, pick it up.

“Why don’'t you takeit? Y ou can see!”

“Hy, | don’t know how to shoot it—never checked out on it. Now shoulder it, damn you.”

“Aimme.” | was becoming impatient, but | knew she wasworking asfast as she could.

“Léft, to the left, more, more; devate. . . shoot now!” | squeezed thefiring ring. The flare of the
rockets it up acone of vison around usbut | still couldn’t see the attacker. “Whereis he? Where?’

“Never mind—you winged him, Hy! Glancing blow to the somach, knocked him down.”

“Aimmeagan.”

The second shot scored adirect hit. Normally that wouldn't stop a hell-prince. He' d only redouble his
efforts. But this one must have gotten lazy in the maze, only encountering victims occasiondly, and no
res stance worth mentioning. Suddenly | redized we were facing aminotaur in something like its naturd
habitat.

Aim me—fired—aim me... | loaded my sixth and fina round. “Where?’

Arlenewaited alongtime. “Fy . . . you knocked it to its butt in achair thing with your last shot; it's
gl bresthing, but it' s not getting up.”

We walited; the Situation remained static. “All right, kid,” | said. “I guesswe' re officidly clear.”

“And now | can officialy tell you why we had to fight. Look at this—whoops, | mean fed this: akey
card, though | have no ideawhat color; they al ook greento me. That dimehad it initsclaws.”

“You mean it wastherewhile | fired rockets at the hell-prince? | could have destroyed the key, too!”

“Well, that' swhy | kept it a secret. Now aren’t you glad you saved those rockets?’

“I guesss0,” | said, not bothering to point out that if we hadn’t goneinto the maze at dl, just used one
or two rockets on the door, we' d be out of here by now, and richer in rockets, to boot.

We dtarted trekking back, and with the unerring ingtinct such items have, the batteries chose that
moment to burn ouit.

Arlenetipped me off with, “Damnit to hel!”



She pulled the goggles off and shoved them into her pocket. “ God, Fly, | don’t want to diein the
dark.” | thought she had a perfectly reasonable attitude. The idea of being caught and torn to shreds
when you can't even seeto fight back didn’t apped to me, either.

| had avague idea of the way we must return. | took her hand and led her asfast as possible in that
direction. Even found timeto pray again. The nuns always knew the power of adark roomto inspire
piety.

After dl that, | redly wasin no mood for adamned imp waiting for uswhen we' d dmost made it
through the maze. It hissed, and we stopped cold ... we could hear it—but where was it? Hands shaking,
| spun |eft and right with my scattergun, afraid to shoot lest | give away our own position. Or worse, hit
Arlene

“Jesud!” Arlene shouted, finding religion as afirebal careened over our heads. What a dolt—theimp,
not Arlene; thefirebdl lit our surroundings, and inthe glare | fixed Arlene and the imp. When thefireball
faded, | shot wheretheimp was. Arlenedidn’t kill time when she could kill amonster instead; shefired
just as| did, and the imp was toast.

We were back in the light in short order. We returned to the three-door stack. | performed the
honors of opening the last door, popping through, finding the lift, pressing the down button . . . and asking
Arleneif shedidn’t enjoy the music of screams and explosions behind us as the monsters took care of
each other. They were running out of humans.

“Thisisahdl| of aninvason,” shesad.

“Y ou can say that again.”

Deimos must have been listening and eager to confirm every prejudice we had. Asthelift door did
open a the next level down, we found ourselves staring into the hugest, hairiet, foulest, and pinkest butt
I’d ever seen.

One of the demons, Arlene' s*pinkies,” was standing with its backside up againgt thelift door. It
hadn’t even noticed that the door had opened. Cautioudy, | raised amachine gun and Arleneraised a
shotgun. We gritted our teeth againgt the noise and fired smultaneoudy. A Light Drop rectal suppository.

But on the other side of Demon One was Demon Two—and it did not take kindly to our prescription.
This one charged like a hausfrau on speed in amegastore.

We hadn’'t been ableto seeit originaly because its buddy had blocked the view. Now it dived
through the door after us.

Thebig slly got itself stuck. Wetook our time blowing this one to oblivion at point-blank range. Oh,
our bruised eardrums!

As Arlene wiped demon gunk out of her eyes, shetook agander at her clothes and asked, “ Doesthis
comeout or isit likegravy?’

“Don't ask me. | was never much of ahouse husband.”

Although we felt good about our most recent bout of carnage, we couldn’t help but notice that we'd
trapped ourselves between two demon bodies, each of which probably weighed over five hundred kilos;
ahalf ton per baby. We' d have to climb out between them.

“How are you a mountain climbing?’ she asked.

“How areyou at spelunking?’ | asked back.

She owned | wasright; we didn’t so much climb over the bodies as burrow our way through them. It
took abit of wriggling and writhing, and breeth holding, but eventudly even| madeit.

The next problem consisted of someimps. Mighty monster dayers such as Arlene and myself could
no longer be bothered with something so trivia as afew imps. We mopped up the floor with them on our
way “I think we' re getting abit cocky,” Arlene said.

“We earn the right to wear the haircut of our choosing,” | shot back, and she laughed louder than ever
before.

We entered awarehouse through an open door and around a couple of corners; this one was stacked
wall-to-wall with pinkies, none aslarge as our elevator pals. They charged; having nowhere elseto go, |
leapt up, grabbed the edge of ahuge box and hauled myself onto the top, then stretched out my hand for
Arlene



The way the demons screamed and growled and pounded on the box, you' d think they didn’t
gppreciate initiative and quick thinking. They were so upset they made the box shake violently. | was
afraid we might be thrown off, but by God, we hung on. Then we aimed, squeezed, and eventudly the
box stopped shaking. We didn’'t have any trouble getting down.

Now we had amoment to enjoy the new decor. The motif here was gleaming chrome and intricate,
blued enamdl. The appearance was rather sci-fi, actudly ... utterly misplaced, considering the monsters
inhabiting it. But then, | didn’t subscribe to Better Homes and Demons.

Then we kicked the door at the far end—well, | kicked it—and found the spawning vats themselves.

Huge, metal containersthey were, ahegping helping of pure evil; cisterns containing aweird,
toxic-green junk, but not thick like the dime; ingde each container was the body of ahaf-formed
monger.

Arlene, on awhim of persona revulsion againgt the diens, shot one of the partly formed torsos. The
wound sealed up with agiant sucking sound, and the creature continued cooking. “How do you stop
something likethis?” she asked.

“I wish | knew. We can give up the hope of afinite number of the things. They must be geneticdly
engineered soldiers. The dien mastermind, whoever or what-ever itis, must be steling our nightmares
and producing them wholesde.”

“Uh, yeah. | wonder how long it takes for avat to finish producing a newborn monster?’

Arlene held up her watch. Six minutes|ater the one she' d shot was finished, and none the worse for
wear. She shot it again asit sumbled out of the vat. Again and again. Now the bullets worked. We
repeated the experiment severd moretimesat Sx minuteintervas.

“Thefluidislife-preserving aswdl aslife-producing,”

| said. “But when acritter isborn—"

“In other words,” Arlene said, “we can’t do abortion, but we sure as hell can nail *em as newborns.”
She wrinkled her brow. “Let’ sdo arough calculation: at Six minutesto cook amonster, that’ sten
creatures per hour per vat. Say sixty-four vatsin the room, means 640 monsters per hour just from this
oneroom. Christ! That’ sfifteen thousand per day.”

“There, ah ... there could be scores of rooms.”

“In afew daysthey could have an army of millions”

Arlene sad, finishing her number exercise.

“We dill have one chance, Arlene. Find the alien mastermind and destroy it.”

“Yeah, that'sal we haveto do,” she scoffed. “Piece of cake.”
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Too many, too many mongters, mongters, mongters,” | muttered.

“Mongters, monsters everywhere,” she echoed. “1 don’t suppose it mattersif there are any new types.
WEe re doomed no matter what.”

“Don’t say that, Arlene. We ve been ableto kill everything we ve come up againgt so far. That
matters. The wegpons and ammunition give us afighting chance.”

“Ratsinamaze,” she said in atone of voice new to her. She sounded defested. | didn't like that one
bit. “Y ou wereright, Fly. Even if we dwaysfind enough ammo, it won't save us. There are millions of
them. They aretesting us.”

They arel

At amoment likethis| realized how important it was that we had each other. I’ d experienced this
same sense of defeat on Phobos, and for less cause. Now it was my turn to encourage the natural fighting
Spirit that burned so deeply in her.

“Then how we respond to thisis part of the test, aswell. We won't defeat them by firepower. That's
only to buy ustime so we can reason out a solution.”

She looked at me without blinking and asked, “FHly, what if thereisno solution?’

“Don’'t believethat!” | urged, and in so doing helped convince mysdlf. “If they were unbeetable, they
wouldn’t need to collect dataon us.”

That took some of the shadows out of her dark mood.

“Don’'t worry,” shesaid. “1 won't let you down.”

She' d been my buddy, my pal. We' d been careful not to confuse the issue by trying to be lovers. But
thiswas the right moment to take her in my arms, bring our faces close together and whisper, “It'syou
and me. We' |l go to the end together. We Il make them pay for everything.”

“Outgtanding,” she said breethily, transforming the traditiona Marine bravado into something very
differ-ent. A moment passed between us that reminded me of the time we could have been loversand
chose buddiesinstead. Now | kissed her hard and she responded. We might not have another chance.
And we weren’t going any farther than this; not in a place where we could so easily be reworked into
dead mest, ill on the hoof.

“I’'m fedling better,” she said. “My brain isworking again. Y ou know, we rein agood spot to do
some damage.”

“Goon”

“The bottom level of Deimos, directly below us, is one huge tank that was eventually going to befilled
with liquid oxygen.”

“What the hdll for?’

She flashed her snesky amile. “You'll lovethis. The UAC wasthinking of using the entire moon of
Deimos as a spaceship, too.”

“You'rekidding!” | said, but | could tell shewasn't.

“Theideawasto moveit to the asteroid belt and use it for amining base,” she said, finishing the news
flash. “When | first realized we were moving, | thought some of us might be back in charge here. Then |
sugpected the more horrible possibility of ahuman-dien dliance”

“Jesus, what amorbid imagination! How isit | never heard about this plan evenin casud talk?’

“There s secret, there' stop secret, and then there's ‘rat us out and we' |l push you out the airlock.””

“Point taken. If we re going to find out what' s redly going on, then, | think we need to go the same
way as before. Down.”

We hunted through the level, but couldn’t find an exit, a secret door, anything. While we were
searching, Arlene’ smood improved. That we were gill dive was amiracle. Any monsters who tried to
have us for lunch would get abad case of indigestion. No matter what we were up againgt, | was going
to bet on human unpredictability. We hadn’t spent a couple of billion years clawing to the top of the food



chain for nothing.

“Hy, have you noticed how this section is shaped?’ Actudly, | hadn’'t. We d been working our way
aong theinsde of thewal in search of switches. “1t's shaped likeaskull,” she said.

“These guysare running out of ideas,” | answered.

“Thosetwo pillarsover there,” she sad, pointing, “arethe eyes.”

“Cute,” | said. Less cute was the pumpkin that suddenly came out of nowhere and began firing at us.
Arleneand | hadn’t shot anything in whole minutes. We deflated the pumpkin; and this one acted more
likeabaloonwith theair let out that any of its brothers, asit zigged and zagged on the way down.

We chased it beyond the two pillars, where we found its limp and leaking remains Sitting like a cork
on anarrow ladder-tube leading down. “At last,” she said, “aguidepost.”

“Just what the place needs,” | concurred.

And now what? Should we till continue “ down”? Or was it time to settle once and for al whether we
were bugging out and reporting or going after the mastermind ourselves?

| stared at the tube. So far as | could tell, down was still the only way out. So far, our paths il
coincided.

But there would come atime when one of uswould haveto prevail: either Arlene' sromantic sense of
duty to the entire human race, or my more practical duty to her asmy buddy, asaMarine, and—all right,
let’ sface it—and as aman to awoman.

We popped the“cork” and climbed down what seemed like two hundred meters, down into the heart
of the lox tank. The climb was long enough to make ustired even if we weren't carrying al the crap that
was necessary to keep us alive. By the time we reached bottom, my hands were aching and my right
knee was acting up. | could imagine how Arlene was feding from the way she tottered on her feet. |
hurried over to catch her if shefdl, but she recovered herself and made no comment.

Wefound acozy room with four doors and asingle switch in the center. “ Do you hear that?” Arlene
asked.

Until shementioned it, | hadn’t heard anything but our heavy breathing; but then | noticed something
30 unbdlievably loud that adesf man should have felt it; concentration isafunny thing.

It sounded like the World Trade Center taking astroll just outside.

Werotated dowly, tracking the noise, and | thought about that movie with the tyrannosaurus scomping
around.

“Wdll, Fly, what now? | doubt we could climb back up again.”

| looked up; the holewe' d climbed through was far over our heads. “We aready know there’sno
way to get usout in that direction. We' re here; if an exit exigts, it hasto be through one of those doors.”

“Beddes, we came hereto do ajob, Hly, evenif that meansfighting Godzilla.”

| shrugged; what else was there to say?*“ One switch; four doors. Which one doesit open?’

| went to adoor at random and tried to open it manually. Nothing. It wouldn’t budge, even when |
kicked it. The behemoth still marched back and forth outside, shaking the entire building with every step.

“Icanthdpit,” | said at last, “I’m aborn lever-puller.”

“Y ou're repeating yourself,” Arlene repeated.

She flattened against the wall as| dapped the switch, then joined her. All four doors opened
smooathly, smultaneoudy.

“Moveout!” | shouted.

Asfast aswe could, we bolted through the door and entered atiny, garagelike room looking into a
brilliantly lit, Slver and white, chrome-covered keep—the size of Texas. Wings from the central room
extended like an X into the huge tank.

We dlid outside on the double. The sound of the walking skyscraper inspired speed on our part—and
that was without even bothering to look behind to see what was making dl the ruckus.

Halfway to one of thewings, | couldn’t stand the suspense; like Mrs. Lot, | looked back.

| thought I’ d seen everything. After imps and demons and pumpkins and hell-princes, I'd be able to
handle anything dse they threw at us! At leest that’ swhat | thought.

I"d also thought the hell-princes were giantswhen | first saw them. My scalewasin for arude



awakening.

“Mother Mary!” | shouted involuntarily. The others weren’t monsters any longer, not compared to
thid

It stood five meterstall, with piston-driven legs sup-porting a body that must have weighed hundreds
of tons. Deep within its massve structure came the grinding of many gears. Thearmswere dso
piston-driven, and the left arm ended in ahuge box that didn’t look anything like alunch box.

“No!” Thistimeit was Arlene who had glanced behind and echoed my opinion. Now that we' d had
our turn a making noise, it wastime for the colossus to speak.

The scream of rage that came out of its mouth was so loud that it was asif the two long horns—one
on each side of its head, and growing out so far asto end over the muscled shoulders—were actually
50,000-watt stereo speakers amplifying the sound so that everyone could hear it from Deimos to Phobos
to Mars.

Whileit roared, the arm with the box on the end pointed at us. That broke the spell. We were both
very good a noticing anything pointing at us.

Weran like hdl itself was on our tail, up the left wing seconds ahead of aterrific detonation. A
miniature cruise missile had missed us, impacting againgt the far wall. Even at adistance of two hundred
meters, the explosion knocked us off our feet.

Weran aswe d never run before. All the eighteen-whed ersin the universe were coming at uson a
down-grade to doom. We needed an exit ramp.

“Look!” Arlene screamed, pointing at anarrow hole where the wingsjoined the central building we d
just exited. She dived through without a hitch. Me, | got stuck—it was Phobos dl over again! But |
wasn't going to waste an opportunity, even with the wits scared out of me.

| turned and loosed afew rounds from my trusty rocket launcher. | figured, Why the hell not?

The rockets struck dead-on—with no apparent effect.

Thetitan roared; agood trandation, | guess, would be,

“Now it'smy turn!”
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The steam-driven demon returned fire, striking thewall of the wing, blowing usto the ground. The
good news was that this finished the task of getting me through the hole.

We were 0 stunned, we could barely pick ourselves up from the floor; afloor that was shaking from
the gpproaching leviathan. “ Get up!” | said, grabbing Arlene by the arm and pulling her to her feet. The
colossus stomped straight toward us, and | knew that aflimsy piece of wall would be like a piece of
Kleenex to the thing even before he ripped through it without dowing down.

We staggered in the other direction, up the other wing, “My right foot’s numb!” Arlene hollered. “It's
adeep!” | heard the fear in her voice. I'm sure she could hear the fear in mine, too.

“Wakeit up,” | said, and while she ssomped her foot, forcing the blood to circulate, | fired afew more
rockets at the monster. There was no effect worth mentioning.

“Thisthingwon't diel” Arlene shouted aswe ran.

“Not without something heavier,” | agreed. Arlene stared at the far wall and started mumbling to
hersdlf, obvioudy making thumbnail calculations. | added one and one, and got two human beings crazy
with terror.

Aswe rounded the corner of the next wing, we heard the steam-driven demon crunching after us. At
least hewas't moving any faster than abrisk walk. At hissize, if hedidn’t tire, that wak would finish us.
| didn’t want to think about the missiles he could fire. We turned another corner. So long aswe heard
him but didn’t see him, | figured we were doing our best.

“Hy!” Arlenecried. “Near as| can figure, thisroom is much larger than the Gate gravity field the
aliens sat up.” Shetook another deep breath, coughed, continued: “ The periphery of the room should be
a norma Deimos gravity.”

“Closeto zero, you mean.”

“Yes”

| froze, saring at the far wall. Something was nagging a the back of my brain. Thiswasnotimeto
ignore hunches, indincts, or sudden revelation. “ Arlene, we ve got to lure Godzilla out of the anomaly
and into the norma gravity zone.”

Shedidn’'t ask why. She had a better question: “Which one of us?’

Shewasright. The only way to do thiswasfor one of usto get into the zone and taunt the cresture
until it charged.

Arlene did some quick mind reading. “There sonly one choice,” shesaid. “I’m faster, you lumbering
ox.”

| couldn’t argue with her about that. | was dready alot more winded than she. | used to kid her about
having the fastest cleatsin the Light Drop; now it was life or desth riding on her foot speed. She must not
have liked my expression. “Fly, it hasto be me! Besides, you' re amuch better shot with the rockets.”

“Lot of good that’ s done us.”

“It’ sthe only wegpon might even dow it down,” sheinssted; and there was no arguing with logic. She
stopped running and so did |. She put her hand on my cheek and it was warm and damp. We were both
swesting likemad. “If | don’t makeit,” she said, forcing her breathing to dow, and the words to come
out dow and easy, “it’ sbeen acool couple of years. Take care, Fly, and when you start firing those
rockets, try not to mix me up with the big guy.”

| wanted to say too much, so | only nodded and kept my mouth shut. She jogged toward the distant
wall, looking back over her shoulder once. | fdlt like ahed, but she was right. Got sweat in my eyes, too.

Then the biggest monster in the universe rounded the edge and loped by. It walked right by me,
sniffed the air with nausesting nogirils, and stopped! That unbelievable head dowly beganto turninmy
direction. | gave mysdf up for dead . . . but Arlene had other idess.

She made so much noise she could have been athree-piece band. She caterwauled, taunted, laughed,
pointed, howled and hooted, and tap-danced for a big finish. She passed the audition.



The big mother raised its missile arm. Arlene, back againgt the wall in the corner, planted her feet
firmly and shoved off, like akid shoving off in apoal to get ahead sart a aswvim meet. Darn near zero-g
could be fun.

She stresked sideways along the adjacent wall, and the missile impacted astern of her, pissing off the
Steam-demon.

“Roaaaarrrrrrrrrgggggggrrrrraaaaaaaauuughghh,” it complained, ssomping after her. She crouched,
safein acorner, watching every move the enemy made. When Godzilla stopped hafway and fired
another three missiles, shewasready for it. Shetimed her legp to take her farther aong the back wall,
out of the blast radius.

Asthe demon pumped after her, | had aclear view from behind, and noticed that awhole rack of
gmall missileswas built into the creature’ s back! Wheat did that say about the thing' s crestors?

Then, one cannonball-crashing step past the invisibleline did the trick, and the big guy launched into
the ar, smashing againgt the high ceiling. “Welcometo the gravity zone, sucker!” | yelled, then stepped
out of cover and fired abarrage of rockets at atarget that was just too damned big to miss. Hell,
Lieutenant Weems could have hit thisone.

The rockets exploded against the demon, knocking it farther back against thewall. Thisgot its
attention. Eyesbig as dinner plates|ooked at mein an unkindly fashion. The demon raised itsarm, but
didn’t fire. Thiswas because it was dowly rotating in the air like awindmill. Good old zero-g!

Every timeit lined me up for ashat, it had shifted again. And while it was unable to steady itsdlf, |
kept firing rockets. By the timeit managed to stabilize itsalf and line up ashot, | had pumped atota of
fifteen rockets. Fifteen, and it didn’t give apit!

Redlizing that sooner or later the Seam-demon might get off amissilein my direction, | made plans.

The essence of virtudly every martia art—and they taught usalot in the Light Drop Infantry—isto
use the other guy’ s own weapons against him. Like, what the hell? What did | have to lose except my
life, and dl Earth?

| stood perfectly visble and stopped shooting; | wanted that titanic SOB to finaly bring itsmissile
launcher to bear. Sounds stupid, | know . . . but it really was al part of the plan.

| meant to do that!

Behind methe wdls cameto a point, and there was another hole in the wing just begging for metofill
her up. | waited until the steam-demon drew abead on me.... then | dived into the dit asit fired. By the
time the cruise missile impacted againgt the wing wall, I’ d rolled on the other side of it, protected.

What happened next was in the hands of Sir |saac Newton.

Theforce of the shot threw the demon backward against the wall with such terrific force that five
meters of solid monster wastorn to shreds.

It sounded asif an entire supermarket had been dam-dunked into the side of amountain. The next
sound was music to my ears. Arlene giving awar cry of such glee and joy that | wanted to join her
around some prehistoric campfire to gloat over the dead enemy and marvel at our own survivdl.

| till exercised some caution as | peeped around thewall. A few lights il flashed and flickered on
the demon asiit feebly tried to crawl. But this baby wasn’t going to bother us anymore.

“Shal we put it out of our misery?’ asked Arlene as shergjoined me.

“Doesit deserve so merciful afate?’ | asked. She raised an eyebrow in surprise. Sometimes | think
she underestimated my intelligence. What, only girl Marines can get away with sounding pompous?

“Besttoplay it safe,” shesaid. “1 don't want to get back on that merry-go-round.”

| nodded. It only took the rest of my rockets, fired point-blank, to turn the prone body into cotton
candy. “Whoseturn isit to name the new monster?’ | asked when the job was done.

“Yousaw it firet,” shesad.

“All right, then: seam-demon. That' swhat | kept thinking when | watched it move.”

“Not bad, Fly. Y ou' re getting better at this. Maybe you could be awriter.”

“No need to beinsulting,” | said, patting her on the head in a patronizing way. Thistime | could get
away withit. | felt good. It's not every day you trick an unstoppable force into an immovable object.

We explored and found a huge, round manholein thefloor near where the demon was origindly



standing. Perhapsit had been performing guard duty. Arlene did the inspection and laughed. “ Y ou're
going tolovethis” she said, sanding up.

“Let meguess. It needsakey.”

“Y ou don't like having to mess with keys, do you?’

“Not when I’'m fresh out of rockets.” But we had plenty of time for ascavenger hunt. Great. Whoever
came up with the need for al these keyswas on a par with the guy who invented cross-merging back on
Earth. No torture too severe.

“I'll bet | know whereitis” Arlene said. Following her lead, we returned to the still-sparking, burning
body of the seam-demon. Arlene found akey stuck in adot in the creature sbely. So he had definitely
been the guardian. She started to pull it out and quickly yanked her hand away, cussing.

“What' sthe matter?’

“It' sfreakin’ hot!” Being careful not to burn hersdf on the quickly dagging metd, she gingerly
extracted it, shielding her eyes from the heat with her other hand. Wisps of steam rose off the purple
computer key card, but it retained its shape. She grinned like akid who' d just gotten the prize in the
cered box.

Weran to the door in the floor, the hole for amole. Arlene plugged it into the dot. The hatch rose,
then rotated open. Through this opening we saw abrilliant, eye-hurting red. A rickety, wooden ladder
descended out of sight. “I can hardly believeit,” shesad.

“Bdievewhat?

“Hasto be, babe. Fly, we relooking right at the wall of the hyperspace tunnd itsdlf.”

We looked long and hard. “Now what?’ she asked.

| shrugged. When there’ s no data, flip acoin. After al, the ladder wasn't even charred.

| reached my naked hand down into the red-red-redness. | touched a color. Arlene touched my
shoulder.

“What doesit fed like?" she asked.

| told her: “Y ou'd think it would be hot, but it isv't. It'sice-cold.”

“Weird,” she sad, and put her hand down next to mine. “ So what’ s outside a hyperspace
wormhole?’ she asked.

“Outer space?’ | suggested. “That river of faces we saw earlier? Heaven and hell? Death?’

We glanced at each other and nodded. Holding hands, we took a deep bresth and stepped into the
redness.

Crimson red. Fire-engine red. Rose red. Blood-red. Lipstick red. Martian red. The color curled
around uslike cold, smothering, arctic water, filling our brains with the redness of death. Wewere on
fired But | fdt no pain.

The experience was not pleasant. The flames burned away our clothing and wesapons, but not our
in.

The ladder vanished; it was only in our minds, any-way. For awhile we dipped and did asif we were
at acrazy amusement park; but at least we could see. No matter how bad a situation, | was aways
grateful for light.
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Thered tunnel was bathed in the kind of hazy glow you get in adark room when you' re developing
photos. Solong as | could see my hand in front of my face, | wasn't going to freak. But that was the only
good thing about the Situation.

Then wefdl into aroom. Room? Some sort of interna organ . . . thewalls, floor, and celling were
pink, pulsating flesh, ribbed and liberdly coated with dippery mucus.

Once again both Arlene and | were naked asjaybirds.

Ingtinctively, | covered mysdlf again, just as| had before.

“Oh, comeon, Fly!” Arlene complained. “Y ou’ re ahuman being, thank God. We have little enough to
remind us of who we are and why we're here ... we don't need you being shy on top of everything ese”

| dowly took my hands away. But | tried not to look to hard a Arlene—I didn’t trust myself. We
were buddies; | wanted it to stay that way.

“Thisplace stinks,” Arlene said. Maybe my nose had stopped working. | counted myself lucky; the
organ was diseased, sickly, and | wasglad | couldn’t smell it. There was adownward dope that wasn't
S0 steep asto cause usto lose our footing atogether, but | wasn't comfortable as we stumbled through
the giant organ. | had adisturbing sense of what organ it was ... aplace we ve al been before.

“1 just had abad thought, Fly; | hope whatever burned away our clothesdidn’t also burn away dl the
microbesin our guts that help us digest food. Without them, we'll die of starvation no matter how much
weedt.”

“I doubt it,” | said, my voice shaky, asif | hadn’t used it for decades. “| don’t feel ravenously hungry,
S0 evidently the Gate |eft the MRE food in my stomach. Probably |eft the microbes, aswdll. . . anything
organic.”

We both jumped when the demonic uterus started contracting. | had always hated amusement parks.
Then we were diding out of control. | grabbed Arlene’ s hand and she squeezed hard.

The contractions pushed us along the floor to a“door,” agiant, semitransparent cyst membranewith a
doorknob in the middle. The knob was made of somekind of cartilage. | pushed my arm into awet
opening al the way to the shoulder and turned the knob.

Two corpses were on the other side. They’ d only been shadows seen through the membrane; we
couldn’t tell what they were.

One was mae, the other female. After our experience with dgjavu, | experienced amomentary shock
of thinking the bodies were our own! They weren't, but they could have been related to us—similar body
types, amilar faces.

| sure as hdll knew who they were, though: one was the third woman in Fox Company besides
Dardier and Arlene, Midori Y oshida

The man was Lieutenant Weems.

| felt acuriouslack of emotion, looking &t the pair.

They lay in an awkward position, head-to-head, each with apistal in the other’ s mouth. It was preity
clearly asuicide pact—I supposed because of finding themsdvesin hell.

Arlene leaned down to separate them, and we made a horrific discovery: they weren't just lying
tete-a-tete; their heads were joined together, fused at the crowns, the scalp flowing smoothly from oneto
the other. . . like Samese twinsjoined a the head. The hair color faded continuoudy from blond
(Weems) to black (Y oshida) without seam or bresk.

“Jesusand Mary,” | gasped.

“I don't guessthere' sany question why they blew their brainsout,” Arlene whispered, dropping the
bodies.

Arlene silently pointed to bloody imp prints all around the bodies. We both knew the shape of animp
footprint when we saw one. Judging from the depth of the hedls, the bastards had been dancing around
the bodies of their human victims. | spat at one of the footprints. Arlene gripped my shoulder.



“Fly, please don’t think I’ m a ghoul—but goddamn it, we need those pistolst And much as| like
looking at your . . . your manly chest, | think we need the clothes, too. Definitely the boots.”

She had apoint. A sscomach-turning, revolting point; but till one against which | couldn’t argue.

We spent the next several minutes robbing the corpses and throwing up in the corner. But afterward
we each had a pistol and twenty-six rounds.

To exit the room we had to squeeze through a narrow opening that looked exactly like. . . well, |
didn’t liketo even think about it.

| volunteered to go firgt, and she didn’t object. “Fy,” came her voice aswe wriggled and writhed
through the orifice, “do you ever get the feding you' re being born again?’

I’m not ahuge fan of morbid jokes; thistimedl | could do was shudder. “ Arlene—maybe we
shouldn’t be pissing off the only friend we' ve got down here by blasphemy.”

The moig, decaying walls pressed in around my shoulders, but | could still push through, and where |
went it was easy for Arleneto follow. The thought crossed my mind that the passage might narrow so
much that I”d become stuck. | wasn't completely rationa about this one.

| was so glad to pop out the other end that | barely minded the seven impswaiting on the other side.
For one truly insane moment | wondered if that would make Arlene Snow White! Then | was busy again,
doing my job. Arlene was right behind me, doing her job. We only had abrace of pistols. The sons of
bitchesdidn’t stand a chance.

Aswasthe usud case after agood killing, we took advantage of the opportunity to do more
sghtseeing. Not oncedid | regret that neither of us had thought to bring acamera. “ So thisis hell,”
Arlenesad.

“What they want usto think of astheinferna regions,” | replied. Hell was made of fleshy wals, an
open fiedld whose ground was amottled scalp with comicaly giant, prickly hairs growing out of randomly
scattered tufts, rivers of fire, ablack and red swirling sky . . . and air that stank of urine, decayed flowers,
and bitter lemons. There may have been ahint of old cat boxes mixed in there aswell. “ Cometo think of
it,” 1 continued, “not abad try.”

“One of their more cregtive efforts.”

We saw asingle door, sagging with moldy, rotten timbers. The sonework lintel was crumbling. Arlene
gtrolled to the unpromising portal and made a close inspection. “Fly, come look at this”

| went, but my stomach wished | hadn’t. There were mites or larvae egting away at the stone, the
wood, the fleshy walls, everything! “Quite an atention to detail,” Arlene said asif evaluating an artwork.

The next moment she stopped being an art critic. A cloud of thetiny cregtures came off into the air as
if we' d pounded on the door, but neither of us had touched anything. They settled on her. More followed
and they settled on me. Holding up my hand, | could see dozens of little specks spreading across my
flesh. .. and there wasavery dight itch.

“Damnit, get off’n me!” Arlene shook her arms wildly, but enjoyed no more successthan |. Weran,
rolled, and ill thelittle vermin hung on. They were worse than lint.

“Ah, thehell withit,” | said. “They don’'t seem to bekilling us. First chance, we' |l take abath.”

“Or go through ateleporter,” she said.

“Being living organisms, they would probably go through with us. No, we' Il look for water.”

“Or fleadip.” She probably had avery good ideathere.

But her voice cracked; she held on by main force.

“Can’'t stand hereforever,” | said. “Let’spopit.”

| cracked the sedl. Surprise! A pair of larger than life pumpkins floated out. At least they weren't
going to crawl around on our skin. They were up high enough that we ducked and managed to avoid
being seen. They sailed past, looking for hoops and nets.

The pumpkins saw the dead imps and floated over to investigate, providing us with the opportunity of
darting through the doorway. Inside we found asingle shotgun and afew shells. Arlene picked it up and
tossed it to me.

| was touched. We soldiered on.

To the left we saw arickety, wooden walkway over apool of bailing, red stuff that seemed to bea



cross between lavaand the traditional green toxin. Annoying-ly, it wasthe only way to go. Aswe began
to cross cautioudy, the path started to give way. For some reason, neither of uswasthe least bit
surprised.

There was nowhere to go but forward before the pathetic bridge collapsed into the evil fluid below.
Weran like hell. But at the end we were blocked by what appeared to be asolid stonewall.

| threw mysdif a thewall, hoping to grab ahandful, and Arlene could grab me. Instead, we ended up
very much dive on the other sde of theillusion. Therewasnowall.

If we were sartled by the turn of events, the imps we had landed on were downright stunned. The
shotgun logt its virginity then and there. Arlenetook care of afew stragglers with her 10mm.

Thistime, when welifted our eyes from the carnage of the moment wewereinfor ared surprise.
Right in front of uswasthe figure of ahuman being wrapped in something sticky and suspended from the
caling by hisfest.

We could tel by his clothing that hewasa UAC civilian. We could tell from his groansthat he was
dive

Hewastdl, nearly two meters. He was overweight and suffering alot more because of it, the ssomach
hanging at apainful angle, his belt about to comeloose. Blood trickled down hiswrists from where he
hed tried to free himsdif.

“God, he' still kicking,” Arlene sad, focusing on the only important thing.

| looked close; the man appeared to be wrapped up in spiderwebs; the web suspending him from the
ceiling wasthick and didn’t look like we could easily bresk it.

“Isthere aknife anywhere?’ We pulled UAC boxes over and rummaged through them; no knife, but
abottle would break to serve the purpose. Arlene diced, and | cushioned hisfall as he came down,
grunting at the weight. Good thing there were some medica suppliesin the UAC boxes, theman wasin
shock. Arlene pushed some D5W sdline to pump up the volume; after awhile his eyes opened. He
stared at us without comprehension. | expected that.

“Canyou hear me?’ | asked, and got nothing. “If you understand me, nod your head.”

That took amoment but hefinally nodded. Arlene massaged hisneck and | held afinger in front of
him until hefocused oniit. “Areyou dl right?” Arleneasked him at last.

“Unh,” hegrunted in alow, husky voice, carrying dl the pain.

“Who areyou?’ | asked.

“Bill Ritch,” hesaid, groggily.

“How long were you up there?’ Arlene asked.

Further proof that life was coming back into him was the way he shuddered. “Long enough that |
thought I’ d died.”

“Who put you up?’ | asked.

“The—goblin,” he answered. “ Spidermind.”

Oh, great; awhole new nomenclature. That narrowed it down to any of the monsters. If we ever
reported to Earth, We would need to settle on a common terminology.

“Congratulations,” said Arlene.

“For what?’ he asked, hdlf turning to her, till dizzy.

“Surviving.” It wasahig ded finding another human who could move and wasn't adamned zombiel
We would have opened a bottle of champagne and celebrated if we' d had thetime ... or the booze. Asit
was, Ritch was stunned to receive amouthful of cold water, if till abit confused.

Following a corridor that looped around, we wound up back at the same damned central entrance. |
would never enjoy an amusement park again. Peeking cautioudy around the corner, | saw we had
company, tired of ingpecting the dead imps outside. Pumpkinsin theair, pumpkins everywhere. . .

They roared in frugtration and shot their nasty little balls of eectricity at each other. Important datum:
pumpkins are immune to their own wegpons. And | made a note to see how they responded to being
baked in apie.

“Were those the goblins you meant?’ Arlene whispered to Ritch. He shook his head, but hisgrim
expression left no doubt that he' d encountered pumpkins before.



“They’'re so freaking stupid,” said Arlene contemptuoudly.

“Y ou’ d think something that was dl head would have more brains,” | added.

The next step was obvious for those of uswith brains. We dashed across the corridor to another
closed door. | opened it acrack while Arlene kept watch, making sure the pumpkins didn’t float back.
Ritch obvioudy hadn’t received military training, but he caught on fast. Congdering what he’ d been
through, he was aquick study. He kept pace, which was dl we really needed from him at the moment.

Through the door | saw two pumpkins on the insde aswell, hanging with abunch of imps. Teking a
deep breath, | waited until amaob of spinys marched between the door and the nearest pumpkin. Then |
stepped out and fired five or Sx unaimed rounds. These guys didn’t merit any wasted shotgun shells.
Having done my dam-age, | popped back and braced the door. Arlene and Ritch helped.

Onething you can say about pumpkins: they don't et alittle obstacle like imps stand between them
and atarget.

And one thing you can say about imps: they don’t like being shot by balls of dectricity.

Weleft them to each other’ smercies. Over the sound of carnage, Ritch shouted at me. “How’'d you
get them fighting each other?’

“Wedoitdl thetime” said Arlene, smiling. “It' sthe lago tactic.”

“I'mimpressed.”

| watched for thetwo in the hall; but they’ d gotten tired of shooting each other and returned to shoot
the imp carcasses.

When the sounds behind the door died down, | dowly cracked it. | saw alot of dead imps on the
floor and the remains of one deflated pumpkin on top. | assumed the other one must be on the bottom of
the pile. That’swhen | made ahuge mistake.
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Stepping insde, | didn't think to look behind the door, straight up, the logical place for asurviving
pumpkin to be waiting in ambush. And that' s exactly where the bastard was.

“Hy! Arlene shouted. She was paying attention. She never used that tone of voice except when it
was life and death—and in this case, theissue was my life. | threw myself on thefloor just asalightning
ball fried thetip of my scalp. A run of 10mm rounds got my attention.

| flipped over to see Arlene blasting away, then scram-bled to my feet and pumped my shotgun at the
floating head. She split Ieft and | right, and we kept firing.

When we were done, that was the deadest pumpkin | had ever seen il floating. It wasadmost like
one of those old cartoons where the character hangsin space for severa seconds before it remembers
the law of gravity, then quickly plummetsto the ground. All that was missing were the sound effects.

“Incoming!” yelled Ritch, outside the door. We hadn’t forgotten the other pumpkins. We' d hoped
they might have forgotten us, though.

“Getin!” Arleneydled, pulling at Ritch’sdeeve. He didn't need another hint. The moment he joined
us, we dammed the door shut and jammed the latch with Arlene s pistol. The latch immediately rattled;
God only knew what the pumpkins were using for hands.

“Look,” Ritch said, pointing. Protruding from under a dead imp were the pieces of abox of shotgun
shdlls, dong with shells.

“They may be covering al kinds of supplies,” | said. The prospect didn’t appeal to me, but | thought |
should set agood example. Getting on my knees, | pulled the corpse away from the box, and dozens of
shellswent ralling as Arlene and Ritch collected them.

Then wedl got busy moving the dead monsters and stacking them in one corner. We received our
just reward. There was another functional shotgun, lots of ammo, even tools. hammers, nails, evena
gas-powered chain saw. Maybe the zombies had been used to build condos for imps and pumpkins. We
even found an antique revolver for Ritch; | wondered which one of usthe civilian would accidentaly
shoot.

We replaced the pigtal in the latch with ahandful of nails, then collected dl thetoolsand put themina
negt pilefor later use. Weapons and ammo in hand, we explored the room and found it led to a broader
plazaarea. Then we found adoor leading into anarrow corridor.

“I'll gofird,” | said.

“Finewith me,” said Arlene. Ritch was more than happy to bring up the rear.

No good deed goes unpunished. | redlized that the moment | heard the familiar pig-grunting noises,
the ugly snuffling that dways turned my stomach and might keep me from ever eating bacon again. They
didn’'t make uswait very long. The demons came storming down the corridor, pae pink flesh with claws
and lotsand lots of teeth.

Somehow, though, after the sseam-demon, | couldn’t take the pinkies serioudly.

The narrowness of the corridor meant | had taken point with a vengeance; no one could shoot past
me. | loosed ashotgun blast. “Fall back!” | shouted, and heard Arlene and Ritch doing it. Taking steps
backward, | never took my eyes off the enemy. | shot a second time, then athird and fourth time, before
dropping the first demon.

| didn’t like the arithmetic. Despite our extraammo, there were more demons than we could take
down at thisrate. My comrades had made it back through the door as| held the corridor. Back to the
wall, | kept firing, when suddenly . . .

“Holdfire!” It was Arlene svoice, and | couldn’t imagine that she' d gone nuts. | risked turning my
head. She sood in the doorway, holding the chain saw. Then with a chugga-mmmmmm,
chuggga-mmmmmm, she pulled the cord. Third time was the charm, and it kicked to life with an honest
roar to drown out al but a steam-demon’ s scream.

Elbowing past me, shelifted the buzzing blade and et the teeth bite into the nearest demon. “ Die,



Pinkie, diel” she screamed. It sounded odd, but the results were great: red blood splashed us both, and
shekept at it, screaming awar cry that just might scare afdlen angdl.

Arlene waded through them, working the saw, beads of swest and drops of blood covering her face.
A demon arm fell to the floor, blood exploding in atorrent. She dipped on the gore, but the movement
carried her forward and the saw buried itself in the chest of the next demon, ripping adegth gurgle from
the cresture.

| tried to get to her to help, but the demon corpses were in the way. She worked the chain saw loose
but fell backward, swinging it in awide arc. A large demon swung its claw down hard and knocked the
chain saw out of her hand.

Before Arlene could get away, another claw ripped her open. She didn’t scream but fell silently.

The sight drove me mad. Somewhere in the back of my mind I’ d accepted the likelihood of our being
blown to bits; but | wouldn't have usdielike animald

Ficking up the saw, | revved it and finished the damned job, shoving the blade into the face of the one
who had hurt her. 1 lost count of how many were left but | kept at it, swinging the chain saw back and
forth, covering thewalswith gore. Finaly, there was nothing left to kill.

Thered haze lifted and | remembered Arlene. Turning back, | saw that Ritch waswith her, trying to
stanch the bleeding with improvised firgt-aid. My right deeve was dready in tatters, soit wasasmple
matter to rip off astrip of cloth and use it for bandages. We patched her up as best we could.

Her face was pae and she was weak; but shewas dive.

“Can you move?’ | asked.

“Moveor die” shewheezed, “so I’ll move.” We helped her stand up. | started to pick up her shotgun
and passit to Ritch, but she shook her head. “ That’smine,” she said, reclaiming it proudly. | wasn't
about to argue.

Weleft the heavy chain saw on the deck and staggered forward into alast chamber. There were
disgusting things lying around, but as nothing was moving or dive, | gaveit no further atention. Inthe
center of the room was ateleport pad of rusted metal, designed in a heavy and cumbersome manner. It
looked like an antique.

“That doesn’t look promising,” | said.

“We have no choice,” Arlene answered through clenched teeth. We hadn’'t had agood choiceina
long, long time. All three of us stepped aboard, arms linked. Ritch must have been rdligious. Hesaid a
prayer.

Maybe because it was an old-fashioned teleporter, the experience was different from the others.. . .
like the specid F/X were provided by adifferent company. | noticed sounds that were new, awind
tunnd combined with an avdanche; and there was the sensation of fdling turning into floating. Then we
arived.

“Wow!” Ritch said. He wasn't as used to this stuff as we were. The terminus was arock garden.
Although the light was dim, we could make out the twisted, curved, and warped rocks that made me
think of agiant cora reef, except the color and texture of the formations was the same as desert camo.
Met our old friends, the zombies.

Arlenefired first. The opportunity to fight put life back in her again. Most of these zombiesweren't
armed—ex-UAC civvies—which was fine with me. Ritch got off a couple of shotsaswell; | don’t know
if he hit anything. Abruptly, | redlized we had a more serious problem than the walking dead crew. I'd
amost forgotten the real spooks—the ghost things | thought of as specters.

One touched my face with dl the coldness of space. | hit at the horror wildly but struck Ritch insteed,
knock-ing him to the ground. It was joined by some of its buddies, those flying meta skulls | hoped never
to see again. They dive-bombed uslike kamikaze pilots.

Then Ritch found the back of a specter head by swinging hishands; he put his revolver againgt its skull
and squeezed off a point-blank round.

That got the critter’ sattention; it spun to ded with Ritch, turning its back on me; | blew its head apart
with theriot gun.

Somehow the idea of aghost you can dice and dice appealed to me. | didn’t think the nunswould



approve. The damned specter went down screaming like a banshee and bleeding something that stank of
ice-cold grave-yards.

While | was auditioning for Ghost Busters, Arlene popped the flying skulls. They didn’t require as
much firepower asthe pumpkins. Ritch took care of the remaining zombies.

“Aim for the head, just likethe movie,” Arlene shouted.

He was doing okay for anovice, and naturaly gravitated to the easiest job; but he acquitted himself
well. | was happy we had found him.

Finally the wave of bad guys subsided and we could play beachcombers. There wasn't much worth
grabbing thistime, however—only abit of anmo and a Sig-Cow for Ritch from the poorly equipped
zombies.

Now seemed a good moment to find out more about Bill. Arlene thought his*goblin” might bea
hell-prince and described one, but he shook his head. “Not aminotaur; it was more like agiant spider,”
hesad.

“Oh, great,” said Arlene, “anew onefor thefiles”

Wefound out Bill Ritch was acomputer programme.

If we found any mongters with laptops, he would prove invauable. To befair, he' d done finekilling
his quota of zombies.

“How’ d you get captured in thefirst place?’ Arlene asked.

Ritch sighed. “Classic case of ‘thiscan’t really be happening to us” When wewere—" He stopped,
face turning red. When he started up again, | knew he had skipped something important. Later, | thought.
“We were studying the Gates, and suddenly one of them on Delmos experienced amarked drop in
temperature. It Started glowing, too.”

“But | thought Deimos was deserted when dl this started,” | interrupted.

“Y ou were supposed to think that,” he said. “When the UAC found alien eectronicsand
sarted—then wedl crowded in to see, and that’ s when they started coming through, the goblins. Aliens,
| mean.”

“Which ones?’ | asked. “Which ones camefirg?’

“Thefirg thing through was one of those thingsyou call animp. It looked at us and grinned, and we
were all frozen in total shock. We didn’t know what to say or do—our first contact with an dien race,
and we were speechless! All those wonderful plans about what we were going to say and how we were
going to react—"

“Wadll, how did theimp react?” Arlene was dways good at cutting through the plastic to get to the
mest.

Ritch shook his head sadly, remembering something painful. “It threw one of those wads of
phosphorous mucoid and killed a senior scientist and two Air Force captains. | wasin the back. . . thank
God. A woman screamed; | think it was Dr. Tyya Graf. Then another one came through, and we
panicked.”

“Mob scene?’

“Like Soylent Green.” Arlene mm-hmmed, but | was confused. Must have been another old movie
reference. “If | hadn’t been such abig guy, | would have been trampled. Asit was, | was knocked
down. | tried to get up, and they squirted some sort of webbing around me, a neurotoxin that paralyzed
me.

“I wasout of it for some indeterminate time; when | cameto, this spider thing was interrogating me
and | wasin ahuge room, surrounded by hundreds of goblins of different types, and even some of those
zombies. | recognized Dr. Graf, but | could tell right away she was dead and her body wasjust
reanimated. And, well, that’ sthe story.”

Speaking of which, Arleneinterrupted with her own thoughts: “Fly, do you notice there salot more
zombie bodies here than anything ese?’

“Sure”

“Sowith al the noise we just made, why didn’t alot more come running?’

“Curiosty may havekilled thecat,” | said, fedling flip, “but never azombie. Or maybethisisdl of



them.”

“No brains” said Ritch, bending over one of them.

Arlene shook her head. “1 think it’ s because they never do anything they’re not told,” she said. “They
must stay in congtant communication with someone or something, and only go investigate when they
receive acommand. If they’ ve been told to patrol, looking for humans, then they’ Il attack; otherwise,
they might march right by us and not even seeus”

“That imp who talked to me made me wonder if imps give them orders” | said.

“Maybe; but we' ve seen zombies where there are no imps. Maybe they get standing orders. | saw a
bunch of imps come running to check out a Situation once where dl I’ d done was get the zombiesfiring a
each other. Theimps couldn’t control them.”

“Wadll, the pig-snuffling demons don’t have any intelligence worth mentioning, either,” | said. “If there's
any more of them around, they wouldn’t hear a bettle over their own breathing.”

“The skullsdon't even have ears,” Arlene said. “L ook, it's either hell-princes, the steam-demons, or
that thing Bill described, the spider thing.”

“The spider creature that interrogated me,” Ritch said, shuddering.

“WEe ll kegp that in mind.” Timeto move on. Hugging the right wall, we discovered a narrowing,
“naturad” corridor with more shotgun shellslying on the floor like popcorn. We scooped them up, but |
was disappointed to discover that some were defective or spent. | was preoccupied with ahandful of
questionable-looking specimens when they spilled through my fingersand | dropped to my kneesto
recover them. That saved my life. A shotgun blast filled the space where my head had been amoment
before.

“Zombie!” Ritch caled out anti-anticlimactically. No one ever shot at us with human weapons except
former humans. Another shot missed high, but there was no third attempt on Y ours Truly.

Arleneturned to fire—and froze! “F-Fly . ..” shewhispered hoarsdly.

| stared. Jesus; it was Arlene sworst nightmare come true. Wilhelm Dodd, or what was [eft of him,
lurched toward our little group, shifting his twelve-gauge to get a better shot.
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Arlene stared at him approaching, her mouth open, face pae asaghogt. | didn’'t want to do it, but
she’ d made me promise!

Fedling Sick, | raised my own wegpon. | knew what would happen: | would blow the f’ ing SOB
away—and Arlenewould hate me for the rest of her naturd life. . . which might not be avery long time
at that.

Then amiracle happened.

Just asmy finger tightened on the trigger, Arlene' sface suddenly hardened. The color returned. She
closed her mouth.

Then she pumped a shdll into the receiver, shouldered her riot gun, and blew the zombie-Dodd' sface
off.

Nobody said anything; Ritch took his cue from our awkward silence. | put my hand on Arlene's
shoulder, and she spoke. Her voice croaked like arusty can tied behind avery old car. “He was aready
gone, Hy. And | didn’t want him to come between my buddy and me.”

Therewasthat damned peculiar lump again. | blinked

—dustin my eye, | guess—and squeezed her shoulder so hard she winced. But she didn’'t moveto
push my hand away.

She knew what would happen if | were the oneto kill the reworked Wilhelm Dodd . . . and she
wouldn't alow that to happen.

Evidently, our friendship was asimportant to her asit wasto me.

I’ d forgotten that the zombies had ever been human; | made myself forget. But the staring face of
Willy Dodd wouldn't let me get away with it any longer. He was aman, aMarine, and very important in
my life. Now that he was gone—I didn’t know what to think about Arlene and me.

Best not to think at all, | advised me; it was good advice, and | took it.

Arlenewastaking it hard. Sitting on the floor, she put her head between her legs and took a series of
long, deep bresths. | wanted to comfort her but felt helpless. “Arlene....” | reached out to touch her. She
shook her head and pulled away. Any other Stuation, | would have |eft her doneto mourn in private. But
there was no privacy on Delmos except the solitude of the grave.

Ritch understood what was going on and kept his mouth shut. | liked him more and more. | glanced at
my wristwatch, a pointless act in this place, perhaps; but it helped somehow: atiny act of useless
normealcy.

“Arlene” | said, gently as| could, “we ve got to split.

Y ou need to pull it together.”

“Leavemedonel” shesaid, keeping her face turned away. “Don’'t look at me.”

Thisdidn’'t seem like agood time to push the envelope. I’ d never seen her this badly shaken; without
another word, | sat down, back-to-back with her, and kept watch while she got it out of her system.
Ritch stood alittle farther up the hallway, gun out, eyes averted.

Every s0 often her entire body shuddered; | pretended not to notice. When she finished, she wiped
her eyes and stood up. “Let’smove, Corporal,” she said. She was a PFC and | outranked her, but it
wasal right. The fighting tone of voice was back.

Ritch rgjoined us and we pushed on. Up the defile was arise where we could peek over the rock wall
to our left. The architect from hell had been busy again. A huge garden stretched out before usin the
shape of aright hand. We werein the thumb.

“Canyou believethisone?” Arlene asked.

“Better than aswastika,” 1 said. The hand covered agood piece of territory, with the “fingers” wide
spread, each undoubtedly offering awide sdection of motion sensors and other surprises. The“ring”
finger had abizarre, wooden shack right where the ring would have been; | wondered if the“ pinkie”
finger would befull of Arlene'sdemons.



We gtarted with the thumb. “Bet the only printswe find are foot-prints,” Ritch said. I’ ve never liked
stupid jokes, ether, but Arlene laughed; anything to shake her out of her depression.

| heard afamiliar bubbling: thered “lava’ liquid. The pool wasin araised, stone structure that could
pass as the swimming pool from hell. | thought | saw aswitch just below the lavaline.

“What'sthat?’ Ritch asked.

“Toxic yecch,” Arlene answered. “Haven't you seen it before?’ Ritch shook hishead. “Y ou’ve been
lucky,” shewent on. “Hy and | have been through an ocean of the stuff.”

“Lookslikelava” Ritch said, proving an old adage about great minds and smdl circles. “Isit hot?’

“Not enough,” | said, “but it can gtill kill you.” The switch teased me, like a piece of plastic sticking up
from abowl of red oatmed.

“You know,” | mused, “that switch isawfully tempting...” | found arock and pitched it at the button,
jumping back. | didn’t want any of that spit splashing on me.

| should havetried out for the mgjors when the twelve-year strike began. First try was the charm; we
heard aloud click, and a door rotated open, revealing our latest take-home pay: another AB-10, and far
more important, apair of beautiful Medikits. | would have preferred another of those magica blue health
gpheres, but thiswould definitely do in apinch.

But my heart sunk when | picked up thefirst one and saw the tdlltale signs of imp. Thiswas not a
virgin find. Tooth marks explained why most of the drugs were missing. Apparently theimpsliked the
taste. A hurried investigation of the kits showed that barely enough drugs had survived for Arlene.

Ritch helped me gather together what we needed. After cleansing her wounds, with specia care for
the bad gash in her chest, | gave her painkillers and put on fresh bandages. Ritch seemed embarrassed,
swabbing at her amble, naked breasts; but titillation was the last thing on any of our minds.

“How’'sthat?’ | asked.

“Better,” shesaid, but | could tell from her strained voice and pale face that she was far from perfect.
Better would have to do.

The dregs of the drugs proved a bonus for Ritch. He didn’t ook so hot, either. Coming down from
the ceiling and snapping out of shock so quickly couldn’t be good for anyone, and he’ d been holding his
own in combet instead of resting.

| wish | could have offered him aneedle of the stimulant I’ d used back in the marble room, on
Deimos, but stimulant seemed to have been what the imps were after—the viaswere dl empty.

L eaving the thumb, we descended on the palm asif storming heaven and began a serious
housecleaning, diding from rock to rock, blasting anything in our way . . . and scooping up anything
useful. The opposition wasfeeble, hardly worth mentioning except to say that they died quickly.

Arlenelucked into finding arocket launcher of her very own. Then we helped her locate the little
battery-sized rockets that were nearby. She collected seven of thelittle darlings, and | showed her where
to stick them and taught her the forbidden lore of proximity fuses and firing rings.

We were s0 happy about the find that we must have sent out asubverba signa. Mongtersdon’t like
humans being happy.

We were ambushed by six former comrades at arms and ex-UA C workers, four imps, three demons,
two flying skulls, and a partridge in a pear tree. (I'm lying about the pear tree.) In the ensuing carnage,
Arlene used up every rocket; but at least she could never again say she hadn’t been checked out on the
launcher.

Arleneand | barely worked up a swest. Ritch was getting good at the game; he was agood draft
pick. He d been doing some thinking that he was eager to share with us. Arlene still seemed numb from
the discovery of Wilhelm, but | was ready to get to know this new Ritch better.

So, aswe surveyed our latest gaggle of ex’s, | encouraged him to speak his piece.

He d aready told usthat computers were his area, but he' d been overly modest. Evidently, hewasa
bona-fide computer genius kidnapped from Deimos by the diens.

“We had already decided that the Gates were hypermass transportation devices; if they realy worked
and weren't just some elaborate failed experiment from millenniapast, it would blow every physics
theory we had out the wash.



“We discovered they responded to bursts of high-energy microwaves, their circuits responded for
severa seconds after each burst—not el ectronics, exactly, but something involving direct manipulations of
particle sreams.”

AsRitch held court, Arlene perked up and started paying attention. She was getting that expression
she wore when a boyfriend betrayed her. Suddenly, her mouth dropped. Y ou mean you—activated the
Gates yoursaves? Y ou turned them on? Jesus Chrigt, you brought those things herel”

Arlene had aromantic side that tried to believe whatever nonsense officia's put out asthe truth du
jour. I'd gotten over that sort of sllinesslong before | joined the Corps—it wasn't along-term healthy
attitude for ajarhead.

“I... I think we brought these diensthrough the Gate oursaves, inaway,” Ritch admitted patheticdly.
“But it was an accident!”

“Ah, an accident,” | snorted. “Well, that certainly relieves everyone of any persond responsbility.”

Ritch continued, not noticing theirony. “1 think, now, that whatever these creatures were, they were
listening to the Gates. Maybe they weretrying to fireit up from their end, and until we *answered the
phone,” they couldn’t do it. But yeah, | guesswelet themiin.

“Anyway, | don’t believe these are the crestures that built the Gates.”

“That' swhat wefigured,” | said. “'Y ou got anything more substantia than agut feding?’

“The UAC has. . . engravingsthat the Gate builders|eft behind. They are asold as the Gates,
showing what the Gate builders looked like.” He paused, trying to find the right words.

“And?’ we asked asone.

“You're not going to believe this—" he started.

“ After what we ve been through, we'll believe anything,” | said, launching a pre-emptive strike.

“Wdll, they look like something out of H. P.

Lovecraft,” he said.

“I knew it,” Arlene said. She dtill looked furious.

“Am | the only person in the solar system who never read thisguy?’ | asked, irritated. “Thefirst one
of you to talk about anything ‘eldritch’ isgoing to get arocket right between the eyes.”

Ritch looked at me like he thought | might be serious, but abig smilefrom Arlene put him & ease. He
swallowed hard and sad, “ They have snakdike trunks with multilimbed upper torsos, no visible head,
and they’ d have to move like Sdewinders.”

“How big?’ Arlenewanted to know.

“Uptoten meterslong,” heanswered. They didn’t say it but | just know they were both thinking,
Oooh, ddritch!

| agreed. “I’d bet my life we haven't met the red intelligence behind this”

Arlenejoined in: “Bet something of more value than that, Fly. What vaue do you think an insurance
company would put on us?’

“I don't gamble,” Ritch said with astraight face, “and | have met the—what’d you cdl it? The
mastermind. That spider thing . . . it'sin charge, I'm positive.”

“Tell usmore,” | requested.

He shuddered. | knew how hefelt. Theory was one thing, close contact another. “So far as| cantell,
the spider thing hasred intelligence,” he said. “ It spokein clear English.” | wasn't about to doubt him
after my experience with theimp back on Phobos.

“What did it say?" asked Arlene,

“Wall, firg it started asking me questions. It sarted with smple, yes-no, true-fase; | tried to lieafew
times, but it dready knew alot, and | got caught.”

“What wasitsresponseto alie?’

Ritch shrugged. “ Didn’t seem to care emotiondly; but it punished me. Horrible stuff, but dl
halucination. Y ou know how you' re having adream, and you dream that you' re absolutely terrified? The
spidermind thing can do that: | can see why people who encountered one of those, maybe thousands of
years ago, could think they’ d died and goneto hell.” He shuddered at the memory.

“But the fearswere dl unredl. And after awhilel realized | could takeit. You just have to accept



being afraid like you' ve never been afraid before; but if it can't break you with fear, it doesn’t know what
to do next.”

“What did it do to you?’

“It started ordering meto reprogram al the Phobos and Deimaos equipment. When | refused, it
tortured me with more and more Fear Itsdf, which iswhat | started calling the hallucinations. When that
didn’t work, it hung me from the celling with itswebbing, like it was saving mefor later.”

“I got the impression it needed to find out more about humans so it could figure out how to crack us.
Meanwhile, I think it went looking for amore cooperative programmer. I'm sure it would havekilled me
when it found one”

“To find out more about humans,” | repeated, feeling achill. “Arlene ... do you think dl thiscrap that's
been thrownagaing us... 7’

She glared a me, then glared at the deck. She knew what | meant; she knew it made sense.

We had been the secondary information sources. Had we given the mastermind anything useful ?
Mater Dei, | hoped not.

“Describe the mongter,” Arlene said.

Ritch gritted histeeth. “1t' slike ahuge, brainlike thing insde amechanica, spiderlike body.”

“What about the weapons?’ | asked.

“Ringed with more wegpons than you canimagine,”

Ritch said. | doubted that. I’ d reached the point where | could imagine quite alot.

Actudly | was glad to receive Ritch’ s news. A leader dlien meant we had something to redly fight. |
was exhaugted cutting off the inexhaugtible limbs of thisarmy. | wasready for agenerd. The new
information cheered up Arlene aswdll, bringing color back to her cheeks. Sheand | didn’t need to talk
about it. We were on the same wave ength. We shared our theorieswith Ritch, especialy the one about
Deimos as a spaceship and what we had discovered about the hyperspace tunndl. He had already
guessed alot.

Then we continued our journey up the ring finger, where we' d seen the shack. Weran into one
specter, hardly amatch for the three of us. | couldn’t help contrasting our casualness now with my terror
at seeing my first zombie. Nowadays, | was dmost blase.

We prowled our way up to the ancient, crumbly, wooded hut. Hell needed afacdlift.

“Check out thelock,” Arlene said, grinning like agirl with aChristmas of accessoriesfor her favorite
dall. “I lovethese!”

“Why?' | asked.

“They take an old-fashioned key.”

“I'll help you look for it,” Ritch said before | could.

“Hell withthat,” shesaid. “I’ ve dready got one!” She dismantled one of the pistols; then she took the
gas-expander stabilizer pline for aflexor and the fixed end of the magazine-advance spring for atensor.
It took her just five minutesto pick thelock.

“Where'd you learn that?’ Ritch asked.

“I reed alot of comic books.”

“Y ou need help putting that back together?’ | asked with astraight face. | couldn’t resist teasing her a
little. Sherolled her eyes and reassembled the piece in nothing Hat. She made us wait until she was good
and ready to open the shack door.

Insde was aswitch. Surprise, surprise, surprise ... asour patron saint Gomer might say. Arlenedid
the honors, lowering the wall ahead, revedling a hidden platform containing a dozen dead, mangled,
sguashed imps and ateleport pad.

“It'sabout that time,” she said.

“I want anew travel agent,” | said.

We teleported and stared, stunned into angry silence.

We wereright back where we d started after crawling down the hyperspace tunnel! The only
improvement was we still had our clothes and weapons—and Ritch, of course.
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“Dga,” sad Arlene.

“Vu,” | said.

“Dgah Thoris,” Ritch said, and Arlene snorted. They were speaking some kind of secret code. |
wasn't going to worry about it. Starting all over was something to worry about.

Asbefore, | inserted my arm up to the elbow in the membrana switch and opened the door. Inside,
we found Weems and Y oshidain the same room, same position, still joined head-to-head . . . and till
holding their pistolsin exactly the same position as before. Clothed!

We gtared for along time, and poor Bill Ritch had no ideawhy Arlene and | were so stunned; he
started to examine the bodies, but Arlene gently pulled him back before he could see what they’ d done
to them.

“Thisisworse than the mongters,” | said. We passed by and crawled through the narrow tunndl, a
very tight fit for Ritch.

When we reached the end, we faced the same seven imps as before, only thistime we used shotguns.
At least that was an improvement.

We popped the same door. Out came two pumpkins, just like last time. The pumpkins were pretty
much the same except for varying sizes. Arlene used the AB-10, and | finished them off with a shotgun,
our favorite tactic. Ritch made acomment that was new: “They’ d look better with two burning candles
for eyesingtead of that headlight in the center.” No one argued.

We gtarted to bypass the collapsing pier, going for the other door instead; but suddenly Arlene said,
“Fly, | have afeding we should duplicate our actions as precise-ly aswe can.”

“Arlene, last time the demons creamed you in that narrow hallway,” | reminded her. She nodded, abit
shaky at the thought. She was't in any condition to survive about like that again. | pursued the point:

“WEe ve dready deviaed by not taking Weems sand Y oshida s pistols and by killing the pumpkins
outsde”

“I know,” shesaid. “I don't have any good argument except for femaleintuition.” | was about to
make a crack about the unlikelihood of that particular attribute in Arlene Sanders, but | saw that shewas
deadly serious. She glared a me until | saw reason.

Weleft Ritch in the corridor. He wasn't in shape for what we had in mind. Of course, after we
cleared apath for him, he could stroll through in relative safety. We ran like bats out of Deimos down the
pier, thistime charging through theillusory wall of flame and blowing away the impswe knew to be on
the other side.

There was another reason I’ d inssted we leave Ritch behind, one | kept to mysdlf: | haf thought we'd
find asecond Bill Ritch hanging from the ceiling here.

Wedidn't. . . and | never brought the subject up to Arlene or Ritch. God only knows whether they
thought of it themselves—probably, but they kept quiet aswell.

We dipped back by the secret corridor and used the same trick on the pumpkins and impsinside the
room. It was alot easier when we knew what to expect. Thistime | knew where the last pumpkin would
be floating in ambush when | opened the door, and | enjoyed not being surprised. Pop goes the pumpkin.

Crossing the patio, Arlene grabbed the chain saw and revved it up; but she made me promiseto start
shooting the moment shelogt it thistime. Except that thistime, Since she knew what to expect, shedidn’t
dip and wasn't out of position where ademon could knock the chain saw out of her hand. She ducked.
She weaved. She sawed all the demonsto death. It was hard to believe she’ d been serioudly injured only
ashort time before; but having a chance to get it right the second time did wonders for her psychological
recovery.

We continued up the narrow corridor to the teleport. “ So what happens now?’ | asked. “Back to the
hand again?

| should' ve kept my hole shut. We stepped aboard, but instead of teleporting, the walls of the



chamber lowered into the floor, leaving us standing behind some pillarsin avery wide open courtyard.

A neat row of UAC boxes stretched across the court-yard before us like a skyscraper on itsside.
Every box held afive-pack of rockets—all the rocketsin the world. There was also another launcher.

A slver lining like this couldn’t possibly arrive without an accompanying thundercloud. We heard the
thunder of the heaviest feet in dl monsterdom. Another lovely steam-demon . . . and there weren’t any
convenient zero-g zones around thistime.

“What the hell isthat?’ Ritch whispered, crouching behind apillar.

“That, my friend, is asteam-demon. Fifteen feet tall, long horns, amissile launcher for an arm—"

“Oh, one of those,” Ritch said, nodding.

“Y ou know about them?’ asked an incredulous

Arlene.

“Sure; I'vejust never seen one before. They ripped off my programming for an ore-crusher to run the
creature.” Histone of voice waswhat you hear in smal clams court, offended about business-as-usud.

“Any way to sabotageit?’

Ritch frowned in thought. A steam-demon was large enough to inspire frownsin anyone. “If you can
get me around back, maybe,” he said. “ That’ swhere the missle feeder is.”

“Worth atry,” | said. | looked at Arlene, and she nodded. We dashed out to either side of the pillars
as the steam-demon spotted us. It was as ugly aslast time, but not asterrifying when frozen in indecison
about which target to attack. While it made up its mind, assuming it had one, Arleneand | fired rockets
from opposite directions.

At last the steam-demon chose the prettier target and raised its missle-launching hand. Arlene saw
what was coming and dived behind her pillar. Three small cruise missiles struck dead-on, shattering the
pillar.

| jumped out and shot the sucker over and over until | got its attention. Asthe big ugly mother deigned
to notice me, | popped behind my own column; Arlene repeated the same process, out from her cover
and blasting away. It was kind of like dedling with the playground bully where the stlakes wereredl.

The steam-demon proved that it had amind by passing our little intelligence test. It ssomped closer to
the pillars, cutting off our angle. Arlene wasready for this. She ran backward, zigzagging, popping off an
occasiond rocket.

Timefor Ritch’splan.

Whiledl thiswas happening, Ritch and | were moving into position. When the mongter wasfindly
gtanding with its back to the pillars, lining up afata shot for Arlene, | interlaced my fingers, bent down,
and let Ritch climb aboard. Heavy ashewas, | could barely boost him up high enough to grab the back
of Godzillafor theride of hislife.

He shoved his hand into the missle-loading machinery up to the elbow. | ditched him, as agreed
beforehand, and legpt to a safer position to try something elsein case Ritch failed.

Arlene was still dodging around asif she were an actress at aproducers convention. She wastoo
busy now to even take ashot. Besides, shewas't going to risk hitting Ritch. Asfor the behemoth, it
hadn’t even noticed that someone was riding on its back.

Then Ritch ripped out a cable, and the steam-demon noticed.

It jammed itsleft arm back at an impossible angle; it could just bardly brush Ritch, but couldn’t bring
much force againgt him, not enough to didodge him.

The hand with the launcher had a better angle; the steam-demon got it back, pointed at Ritch, and |
held my breath, expecting Armageddon. But at the last moment, rarely used sdlf-preservation circuitry
kicked in, preventing the big guy from firing into its own missile supply. The steam-demon dternately
swatted at Ritch from both sides until our man finished histask and jumped down.

Then Bill Ritch started running, headed in my direction. The steam-demon turned around with great
deliberation and aimed its missile launcher at Ritch’ s head. Thiswas point-blank range. Ritch would
never have to worry about ahat again. The monster fired. We heard aloud, empty click. Nothing
happened. Ritch kept running. The steam-demon kept clicking, pointing and clicking, asif it couldn’t
fathom the Stuational evolution. It flunked that intelligence test.



Arlene didn’'t waste the opportunity. She started pumping at it from behind. The poor bastard turned
and amed itsusdessarm at her. Click! | shot it three times with my own compact rockets. | kept at it,
squeezing the ring until my palm became numb; after what must have been twenty-five direct hits at lest,
thetitan finaly staggered and fdll to the deck like a Skyscraper under demolition—I kept fifing, and it got
weaker and weaker.

Then Arlene got smart, ran around back, and pumped a couple into the missile supply; the
steam-demon’ s last words were pretty spectacular. | was surprised the entire hyperspace tunnd didn’t
collapse.

| wastired. But Arlene and Ritch were dill full of fire.

We went back the way we' d come, but there had been a change in the architecture. Walls no longer
stood where they had. Floor plans were different. A room that had been asmall, empty antechamber
was now a huge room with the equivaent of a*“beach” againgt which red waves of toxin washed
rdentledy.

“Look!” Arlenesaid. | followed her pointing finger to the unwelcome sight of a hell-prince wading
through the crimson toxic surf. After playing patty-cake with the seam-demon, aminotaur didn’t seem
that serious—but back on Phobos, Arlene had ripped through a crack to avoid one, and I’ d been amost
pardyzed with fright. How times change!

But it wouldn’t do to be careless. Wetook it l€eft, right, Ieft, right with rockets until it was dagged. It
mede one gratifying “Ork!” before dying.

The long, narrow corridor where Arlene had chain-sawed the demons was now one edge of a
triangular room full of specters. We gave that a pass, rushing through before the lumbering, invisble
pinkies could avenge their more-visible cousins, we best cleats back to the door leading to the central
corridor and damming it, jamming the latch with some 10mm rounds.

Wedidn't see anything in the corridor outside, so we went back aong the secret passage by which
we had exited from the room behind the illusory wall. From that room we could see that the lavalake
now had awall at the back, and next to it acorridor that offered the possibility of dry land. | was about
to dog across the corridor when Ritch got into the act.

“Why don’t you use the toxic protection suit?’ he asked, pointing.

“What? Where?’

“Seethose coverals?’

Huh! | pulled one on over my armor and boots before making a dash through the crud to the idand
behind it. There, | found the damnedest rifle I’ d ever seen, huge, gyrostabilized, and with agigantic
battery backpack. Hoisting it up, | was pleased that it was alot lighter than it looked and considerably
lessunwiddy. Grinning like I’ d won abowling league trophy, | humped back to where the otherswere
walting.

It was agood thing | followed Ritch’ s advice on the protective suit; the toxic glop ate away at the
meateria with aconsstent low hissfor company. | started feding lousy by thetime | was out of the stuff,
but at least | wasn't in pain. Arlene reached out to help me climb from the red pool.

“Getit off!” shesaid. “Your suitisdisintegrating.” | eagerly stripped for her. She noticed atdltae
bulge under the suit. “What' sthis?’ she asked.

| looked atit. “It'sa... it sabig, freaking gun, | guess.”

“What'sit do?’

“I hate to say it, but we' d better find out in combat; | don’t want to waste power. Ritch?’ He looked
at the thing and shook his head.

My skin wastingling after dumping the suit. We three exchanged that specid expresson that isonly
shared by those who skirt close to death. We touched hands, more than a handshake—more like taking
asecret oath.

There was nowhere to go but back out to the court-yard, and now | was glad we' d aready popped
the two pumpkins. We found another difference in the pattern: anew door next to the old, thisone
locked. Arlene dropped to her knees and fiddled with it. “Bad news,” she said findly. “1 can't pick this
one”



That was annoying. I”d about convinced mysdlf that she could handle any of these. Surveying the
scenery, | noticed athird door on the far side of the courtyard. This place was turning into a hotel 1obby!
“Let'stry over there,” | suggested.

We skulked through the doorway and entered adark corridor. | took point and no one argued. |
suppose I’ d become careless. | didn’t notice the teleport pad until I’ d stepped on it.

Thisonewas quick, but it made mefed like | wanted to throw up. Suddenly | was standingon a
triangular platform directly behind two pumpkins, not two meters away!
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They didn’'t see me. That was agood thing because there was no way | could kill them quickly with a
shotgun or pistal. It would take multiple shots to destroy them, and at thisrange, long before that
happened they’ d fry me with their lightning balls. And | could forget about rockets, unless| had a
“burning” desire to be aburn-ward poster boy.

Thisseemed afinetimeto givethe big freekin’ gun—call it aBFG—a shot. Taking adeep breath, |
raised thisfine piece of Union Aerospace Corporation craftsmanship and pointed it at the nearest
oblivioustarget. There was no obvioustrigger mechanism, so | squeezed the hand grip. Therewas no
kick at dl. Instead, | heard aloud whine of energy. The pumpkins heard it lso and Sarted rotating.

Nothing had come out of the muzzle of the weapon yet; | had just about decided I'd made abig
freekin’ mistake when agreen bdl of energy exploded from the sedled mouth of the gun. Thelight was so
bright it seared my eyes. . . the pumpkins screamed and popped like balloons, leaving nothing but
smoking, blue and orange shreds.

But my troubles were not over; | wasn't back home with my feet up.

A horde of zombies poured out of cubbyholesthat were like eyes stretched up and down both
corridors. Funny how | hadn’t noticed them until trouble came out. Exhaustion wastaking itstoll and
making melose my edge.

I’d dready dropped to my belly when | heard the unmistakable clatter of machine-gun bulletsripping
over my head. Who the hell was shooting now? The attack came from behind. | wastired of attacks
coming from behind.

Ralling to the Sde, staying low, | fired off another BFG blast down the corridor to the left. The results
were good—alarge bunch of fried zombies. | was ready to ingtitute afirm gun-control policy for al
undead: | would firmly control my BFG as| fired it.

L eaping down from the pumpkin platform, | bolted aong the corridor to theleft end, ducking into a
cubby-hole mysdlf. Old rule: when abad guy comes out of ahole, he' snot there anymore. | laid down
the BFG and undung my trusty shotgun, then poked my nose out of the cubbyhole again. Seemed likea
good ideaat thetime.

A stream of bullets came out of nowhere and | ducked back in. And at last | figured out what the hell
was happening: it was Arlene! She must be firing across the hidden teleport pad . . . and her bulletswere
being teleported to where | had first emerged. No wonder the zombies were confused. Thiswas enough
to confuse someone with afunctiona brain.

She was doing just as good ajob of mowing them down asif she' d been present and accounted for.
Encouraged, | helped out and shot the ones who ran past my cubbyhole, hunting for an enemy. So
spectersweren't the only oneswho could play this game. Of course, the zombies got mad and started
shooting each other.

They were dl dead by the time Arlene joined me. She hopped off the pad and | filled her in. Then we
returned to the end of the corridor where | had hidden; I’ d seen adoor awaiting our attentions.

There was no specia key required to open thisone; of course not ... ahell-prince waited for us on the
other sde.

It had ablue key card in its mouth; we took it after making afair trade: he got awhole bunch of
rockets. I’m sure the minotaur appreciated our generosity.

Returning to the mouth of the corridor, we picked up Ritch. We hadn’t forgotten him. Ritch never
seemed to regret missing out on our repeated exterminations, a-though he acquitted himself admirably
when backed into acorner ... the perfect civilian. He' d have donewell at Lexington and Concord,
provided there wasn't alot of running involved.

The three of ustrucked back across the courtyard to the locked door—and none of us was the least
surprised when the key unlocked it.

Insde was asingle, ornate teleport pad. We blinked into existence in avast room, ahuge, open pit



with anarrow catwalk running around the periphery. Our eyeswatered from mist inthe air. The place
stank of boiled rock and the walls were the color of dried blood, and everywhere was the stench of sour
lemons.

“Thisisit!” Ritch said, suddenly excited. “ Thisisthe place where the spider, the mastermind,
interrogated me.”

I”d been getting to the point of dismissing any differ-encesin the hellish architecture. All the chambers
seemed more and moreidentical. But they’ d never tortured me, stringing me up to hang halfway between
life and death. There was no doubting Ritch’s memory after what he' d been through.

We heard a cacophony from below, asif amonster convention was being held under our noses. We
dropped on our bdllies, hugging the catwalk, and listened.

| heard roaring, grunting, screaming, wheezing, howling, snuffling, and even aweird piping or whistling.
Heavy thumping and thudding left no doubt that some of the big guys were down there. Didn’'t hear a
steam-demon, though; that was the only good news.

“If you want to see the spidermind, now’ s your chance,” Ritch whispered.

“lan’'t it specid invitation only?” Arlene asked.

“I can't helpit,” | whispered. “I’m aborn Gate-crasher.”

She crawled to the edge. “ Pumpkins, hell-princes, those crazy flying skulls.”

“Did we ever get around to naming them?’

Arlenelooked at me with a strange expression, asif I'd just missed something. “Gee. . . how about
‘flying skulls ? Any objections?’

Shaking my head, | couldn’t help but notice Hitch's expression. He probably thought our little name
game the pinnacle of insanity. And Ritch had agift for it himsdlf: he’d called our seam-demon a
“cyberdude,” and “spidermind” turned out to be a perfect description for the thing that chose that
moment to make a big entrance.

It wasworsethan dl therest.

If I'd found the steam-demon disgusting with its mixture of organic and mechanica, thiscompletely
dien It scuttling across the floor down below completely turned my stomach. Numerous mechanica legs
sup-ported adome housing agigantic, gray, pulsing brain with a hideous, ersatz face formed in the center
of the squishy gray matter itself, complete with “eyes’ and “teeth.” It should have been funny, dmost a
cartoon—>but there was nothing remotely humorous about the living incarnation of anightmare.

Its appearance was S0 unnerving that one could easily neglect taking inventory of the most important
thing: itswespons. Even from this awkward angle it was essy to see that it came equipped with what
looked like an ultraspeed Gatling gun, like aVulcan cannon. There was little doubt that up closethere'd
be other unpleasant surprises.

“Ligten,” | hissed, “suppose we can take this spidermind thing. We d throw amonkey wrench into the
invasion plansright here and now! | could run aong the catwalk, drop down in front of the cresture and
fry it with my new toy.”

“Too dangerous,” Arlenesaid.

“It would get you with its machine guns before you got close enough to try,” Ritch added.

These were extremely good points, | had to admit. Rethinking theidea, | redized that eveniif |
succeeded, | would be ripped to shreds by the throng of monsters surrounding the boss. Ritch seemed to
be reading my thoughts when he said: “We should kill some of the other creatures so the spidermind
won't have as much back-up.” Maybe this guy could make an honorary Marine after al.

Creeping aong the catwalk rim, peeking over the edge, we made dow progress. While finding amore
advantageous position, Ritch sneezed. | think he was alergic to mongters.

The ement of surprise blown, it was time to open fire and blow them away. Their reward for paying
attention. Arlene and | worked through the rockets we' d scavenged from the sseam-demon chamber.
Good distance and angle to use those little darlings.

There had been so much noise dready that plenty of the monsters farther away ill hadn’t noticed
what was going on. They were partying down. Our primary goa wasto keep the spidermind from
noticing aslong asinhumanly possible, so we never shot arocket initsdirection.



Wedtill had alot of unanswered questions. How well did the brain hear? And were other creatures
supposed to report back—and were they in constant communication, by radio or telepathy?

We continued the daughter. Ritch was proving himsdlf useful again, thistimewith his Sig-Cow.
Finaly, the generd run of monsters noticed that something was amiss.

Some became agitated and began to run about, their roars more thoughtful, attuned to the condition of
the generd community . . . communication, obvioudy. A few even attempted to gpply what mentdity they
had to “investigate’ the mysterious deaths of their comrades.

Alas, the spidermind lived up to its name. It detected the trouble and began ssomping around, trying to
identify the source. But my respect for that great quantity of gray matter declined somewhat asthe
damned thing got frustrated and started blasting away at random, killing its troops!

Ritch crept over and offered more anaysis. “Corpora

Taggart, |—"

“Cdl meHRy.”

“Wdl, Hy, I’ ve been thinking that the amount of energy required to actuadly move Deimos through
hyper-space would be monumental. There' s no way they could have snuck such ahuge power generator
onto Deimos through those fairly small Gates. We re talking many terawatts, thousands of Hoover Dams
worth of power.”

“Makessense)” | said. Arlene nodded, while continuing to hold down thefort.

“The mogt likely explanation isthat the power is coming from an external source” he said, “and
they’ re beaming it in somehow.”

“Ritch,” Arlene said, “are you saying cut the power and end theinvason?’ For thefirst time since
seeing the spawning vats, | began to think we might redlly have a chance. So long asthey had power,
they could produce an endless number of monstersin their damned caldrons.

It wastimeto cancel their service.
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Arlene pointed at acentrd building, asmdl pillbox structure right in the center of the monster
convention. In al the chaos, none of the creatures had gotten anywhere near thispillbox ... asif they
deliberately avoided it.

“Could that be the power receiver?’ she asked.

Ritch shrugged. “I don’t know, but it seemslike the best possibility.”

That possibility did as much for our morale asif we' d each been given ablue face-sphere. The
spidermind continued firing until many of the other creatures, its own troops, were killed or driven off. It
Was Now Or neve.

| jumped firgt, feding asif | could fly. Arlenefollowed and | turned to help, but shedidn’'t need a
hand. We both had to help Ritch, who wasn't exactly constructed for flight. The three of us made adash
for the centra building.

Monster corpses presented amajor obstacle; but we quickly turned grateful for the thick-limbed,
heavy bodies dl over thefloor. The spidermind noticed us and opened fire with its 30mm Vulcans. We
hit the deck and used the bodies for cover.

Theincredible creature charged us, firing maybe three hundred rounds a minute, five rounds a second.
In afew momentsit would be upon us, firing so rapidly we' d never be ableto return fire.

Suddenly the firing stopped. The spidermind was tangled up in the bodies it had hel ped produce. The
mechanical spider legs were not designed for an obstacle course.

“Run!” | shouted, heading for the building. A quick glance at the location of the spidermind told me
what | needed to know—the angles were perfect. “ Get between the spidermind and the
building—move!”

| bolted hutward and immediately sprawled gracefully over the prone body of a sseam-demon—a
steam-demon! My heart legpt up my throat. . . then | redlized the damned thing was under bloody
congruction. Greet, and me without my monkey wrench!

The gigantic mongter lay on its belly, face into the deck; the missiles were exposed, and as bullets flew
haphazardly over my head | swallowed hard: a couple of good shots might detonate the warheads on
those puppies—aor, if the warheads weren't yet attached, the fuel cells could rupture and spray usal with
caugtic and flammable rocket fud.

“Very adroit, Mr. Ledie,” snapped Arlene, yanking meto my fedt.

We made tracks. We had crossed perhaps athird of the open territory when awave of horror struck
me like aphysica hammer blow.

Nightmarish imagesof Degas, Bosch, Patrick Woodruff. . . blood dripping from the walls and ceiling,
sprays of blood in the distance, blood from overhead sprinklers... it probed, trying to find aweak spot:
my father lurched out of the building, grinning and dapping hisbody. “Me hegp big chief Kamehamehal”
he shouted, then gave aTarzan yell.

He humiliated me dl over again, as he had twenty years earlier; we d been in Hawaii in amuseum,
before alife-size (huge) statue of Hawaii’ s grestest king. | shrank away from him, praying to God no one
knew he was my father; but he followed me, saying, “Did you seewhat | did? Watch!” And hedid it
agan!

| was never more ashamed of him in my life. We were lucky to makeit out of the museum dive. But
goddamn it, he was not going to stop me reaching that building. | pushed on, tuning out the spidermind.

Then | saw myself brought up on charges again, but thistime | wastried and convicted, and they
ripped the stripes off my deevelike, what wasit, that old television show, two-dimensiond, . . Branded,
something like that. They tore off my sharpshooter’ s medal, my ribbons, finally the eagle-and-globe that
told theworld | wasaMarine.

But | gritted my teeth, and through my tears| told mysdlf that | knew | was a Marine no matter what,
and Arlenewould never let meforget it evenif | tried.



My feet never stopped.

God knowswhat horrorsit sent to Arlene and Ritch; their faces were white, grim, but determined.

The mongtrosity redized it didn’t have our number psychologically and tried the more direct route: it
opened fire. But it was off balance, picking its way through the bodies, and the whole contraption
tumbled over. This gave usthetimeto get into position. Just as we got behind the building, the
spidermind freed itself, sood up straight on mechanica legs, swive ed the weaponry into position . . . and
garted firing. A few quick burps of gunfire probed our way; then it abruptly choked off and there was
Slence.

“What happened?’ Ritch asked.

“It'slike it stopped automaticaly,” Arlenesaid.

“It can't shoot us without shooting the building!” | redized. “ The gunswere clearly cut off by acircuit
breaker.”

We had to get insde; but the spidermind lived up to its name. The thing scuttled quickly to the side,
trying for a better angle and a clear shot. We kept moving, dancing around the pillbox in atightening
spird, aways keeping ourselves between the spidermind and the building. It waslike playing some kind
of children’sgame, only this playground was the killing field.

Then we had anew problem. The other monsters had been considerate enough to stay away, but now
the noise atracted them back into the fray. A random sampling of firebadls, bal lightning, and even the
hell-princes green fire creased our bow. Under the circumstances, it would have been rude not to
respond. We fired back, while we kept running from the spidermind.

“Onerocket left!” | yelled as| fired the penultimate one at aminotaur. | dung the launcher—never
know when awegpon might comein handy. But Arlene must’ ve figured there’d be no morerainy days.
she blew through her AB-10 ammo and dropped the pistol with-out a second glance, not wanting
anything to dow her down.

Bill Ritch fired his Sig-Cow at the spinys and actualy dropped one.

Despite his bulk, he' d managed to keep up with us, although his heavy breathing was cause for worry.
| hoped he wouldn't have aheart attack. We still needed him. | wasn't being callousin thinking this; the
mission was al-important.

God, did I actudly think that? | guess| did. Arlene had converted me. .. and | didn’'t even know
when she managed it. My god had shifted from rescuing her to fighting the last battle asthelast Marine.

| blew the door off its hinges with a point-blank shotgun blast. One of the spinys didn’t gpprove of my
housebreaking; it dive-bombed me and flung aball of burning mucusthat just missed. . . just missed me
that is. Arlenetook it out—but then | glanced over at Ritch and saw that the imp had done him serious
damage.

Ritch had taken afaceful of the poison and was coughing his guts up. Holding the door open with my
back, | racked and fired asfast as| could as Arlene dragged Ritch inside.

Vindication! The room wasfull of eectronic gear, cables, data banks. While Arlene did what she
could for Ritch, damned little under the circumstances, | stood guard on dl four doors, shooting anything
that ventured dose. Naturally, the monsters couldn’t fire back. | enjoyed the Situation until one of the
imps flung a spitwad and hit the door frame, missng me by a hand’ s-breadith.

For one moment in the history of the universe, the spidermind and Y ours Truly shared the same
opinion. Theimp’saction wasill-consdered in the extreme. The spidermind proved it was no dummy; it
blew theimp to cutlets.

| drifted from doorway to doorway and nothing shot a me; however, every time| passed within
line-of-gght of the spidermind, | caught another faceful of hypnogogic horror. It was the only weapon the
critter had left; in away, you had to fed sorry for it.

Widll. . . maybe not.

“How’sit going?’ | asked Arlene, dready knowing the answer. She shook her head. Ritchwasina
lot worse shock than when we first found him. The flaming goo had stuck to hisface, catching him just as
heinhded; hislungswerefried . . . they could no longer transport oxygen to his blood.

| didn’t know what we were going to do; maybe ahospital could savehim . . . but we didn’'t even



have bandages or painkiller.

The skin of hisface was angry red, and it was bleeding in adozen spots where enough layers of
epidermis had burned away. He must have been in agony .. . and Ritch knew it was hopeless, for him at
least; he was a smart man.

Bill wasdying.

Arlene propped him against awal and whispered in his ear. He nodded, making the coughing worse;
but she wiped his eyes, and he could see well enough to help us.

In awesk voice he began identifying critica components within the room. He remembered everything
from when they forced him to work on the mess. He told us what we needed to know.

Arleneleft him propped againgt the wall and cameto me. Inalow voice she said “1 wish we had one
of those blue spheresright now.”

“It' sthe only thing that would save him,” | agreed.

“We don't even have aMedikit. At least | could make him comfortable.”

| looked her in the eye. “Hetold uswhat we need to know,” | said. “ That’ s the important thing.”

| felt professond. | felt severa degrees colder than mean.

But Arlenewas as much apro asl. “Do you want to perform the coup de grace on this energy
conduit, or shdl |7’

While| thought about it, she made up my mind for me:

“You'd better doit, Fly; we need aredl sharpshooter’ s eye to keep those bastards far enough away
that they can’t reach in and grab us. | suppose even you can’t miss acomputer bank from two meters
away, hey? Evenif you can’t shoot an apple off Goforth’s head.” She grinned.

| turned and became a one-man wrecking crew. Raising the BFG, | took a deep breath and let fly at
the collection of eectronics. The explosion knocked me on my buitt. | staggered up and took out the rest
of the targets Ritch pointed out in the mass of equipment. After four walloping shots, the BFG fizzled and
wouldn't shoot anymore. Out of juice. | finished the job with adozen shotgun shells.

“Jesus, Fly! Comelook at this” Arlene shouted. | came, still shaking, ears il ringing like Christmas.

Thiswasturning into an hour of surprises. The monsters were acting like they were on PCP,
wandering in circles and firing at anything that moved—which meant each other.

The spidermind still seemed to have control over itsugly faculties. It opened fire on severa of the
hell-princes, no doubt with the idea of removing those of its minions most potentially dangerousif there
were no way to give them orders.

Naturaly, the executions drew the attention of other monsters. They fired at the noise. We weren't
cast membersin that show, but we took full advantage of our backstage passes.

Fifteen minutes later there was one monster, count ‘em, one monster |eft that we could see. For the
moment, the spidermind was boss over itself. And it had one other problem besides not being able to get
any decent help. The gun cylinders spun, empty. The spider hadn’t saved any ammo for us.

“Ritch,” Arlene said, speaking quietly but enunciating clearly, “your plan worked brilliantly.”

I’m sure he would have appreciated her good opinion of him—if he had till been dive.

The damned, stupid spiny had killed him after all. | stared at the dead face of Bill Ritch, the captivity
and torture survivor, comrade, the man who gave us ared chance to defeet the dien invaders. | looked
at this brand new corpse and something snapped.

“I'mdck of this” | told Arlene. | shrugged off my beloved rocket launcher and handed it to my best
gd-pal. “Keep an eye on me, First Class. You' | know when to useit... and don’t, God damn it, miss.”

“Show methe apple, Flynn Taggart, and I’ll pop it off your head.”

| loaded up my shotgun, for attention-grabbing purposes only, and camly waked out to face the
uglies dien of them all.

“Hey, spider baby,” | caled out. “ Y eah, I'm talking to you!”

Theturret turned. The spidermind and | looked at each other .. . and suddenly | was overwhelmed
with the mogt horrific vison of dl: | saw the Earth in flames, burning buildings, fields, oceans of corpses. |
saw the demons, not just diens, but honest-to-L ucifer demons, wading through the rivers of filth and
blood and urine, laughing in triumph.



| saw mankind under the hedl. Collars around our throats, chains on wrists and ankles. | saw
collaborators, traitors, quidings, turncoats of every race and culture.

| saw a“Vichy” Earth governmen.

And | saw in the distance an endless parade of bigger and more ghastly demons. They filled the land
from end to end, seato shining sea.

And | knew thisvision was no nightmare plucked from my own subconscious fears. Thiswasredlity.

| saw the future. | leaned forward and spat upon the shredded machine mind.

“Remember the imp you had talk to me back on Phobos? That creepy leatherface asked for my
surrender. Wdll, here’ smy answer, you insect!”

Raising my shotgun, | took careful am and blasted toward the brain insde the crysta case. Then | did
it again. And again. And again. | stopped at eight shots because I’ d run out of shells, and because the
turret had findly rotated in my direction and was chewing up the deckplates with 30mm rounds.

| dalomed through the heaped corpses, looking for onein particular. . . one body not dead but
pre-born, as my nunswould say, though in ahell of adifferent context.

| was looking for my steam-demon, and that had to be afirst!

The spidermind scuttled after me; on open ground it could make quite aclip ... quite abit faster than a
mere two-legger like me. But we weren’t on open ground; | chose my route well. | legpt from body to
body like Eliza across theice floes, and the frustrated arachnoid android started shooting the corpses out
of theway for clearer footing.

| put some distance between us, and for amoment the stupid thing lost me! Greet... | should've
brought an air horn. Crouching so | wouldn’t get clopped by astray, | loaded up, stood, and fired afew
more shells. It spotted me, screamed in triumph—just like you' d expect an insect to sound, magnified a
billion times—and charged, Gatling barrels spinning like gyroscopes.

| ran the hundred in world-record time. | flung mysdlf through the air in agraceful swan dive, tucked a
the last second, and rolled beautifully—did ocating my shoulder.

| struggled up, shifted the shotgun to my right, weak hand, reached over the steam-demon, and let fly
withthelast shell.

My cough was answered by adiarrheaof Vulcan Cannon rounds that tore up the iron flesh of the
steam-demon like an AB-10 tears up plaster. The bullets ripped the legs apart; they ripped the head
apart.

They ripped the missiles apart.

| clenched my teeth .. . now was the moment of truth.

If they’ d dready attached those warheads. .. Well, | guess|’d either go north and meet the nuns, or
... Or say right where | was—in Hell!

Fifteen seconds and 750 rounds later, sudden silence startled me back to the here-and-now. My ears
throbbed and rang, and my skull felt like it was till vibrating; but the spidermind had stopped shooting to
see what dam-age it had done.

| wasn't about to stick my head up, but | didn’t need to: | closed my eyes and sniffed deeply.

Thereisasmel most people don’t know, but once you' ve tasted it, you never forget it. Anyone
who's hung around aMarine air base or Naval air station remembers and pilots remember from the
arport: it’sthe pungent aroma of JP-9 “jet propellant,” and it tears through your septum, up your nasal
passages, and straight into your brain. Think of ammonia, formadehyde, and skunk-juice swirled
together into amdlt.

There was no possibility of error . . . dozens of gallons of the burn-juice pooled around the
steam-demon; in fact, looking down, | saw it seeping from under the body onto my side, egting away a
my boots worse than the green dudge.

My bruised eardrums were trying to tell me something urgent, a sound behind the ringing and
throbbing: clicking feet. The spidermind was on itsway to investigate!

| backed dowly away, crouching lower and lower to stay behind the steam-demon; then the
spidermind loomed, and | could no longer hide.

It screamed again, thistimein rage, not triumph, and charged.



It dippedinthefud dick that it itself had created. It tried to rise and dipped again, skating in the
horrible stuff. JP-9 dripped from the spidermind’ s underbelly, splashed up and down itslegs, even
sprayed acrossthe crystal canopy.

Timeto split that apple, A.S.!

| dashed to the Sde, waving franticaly at the building;

| couldn’'t see Arlene. | pointed at the spidermind, screaming, “Now, now, you crazy bitch!” She
couldn’t hear me, of course, or | never would have said such athing!

A tiny bud of red bloomed in the black doorway, flowering into the bright-red tail exhaust of our very
last rocket. | hit the deck, hands over head, belatedly wondering whether any of the jet propellant had
Sprayed onme. . .

| barely heard the explosion through the ringing, but the force kicked mein my didocated shoulder.
After amoment with my eyes shut, arms locked over my head, | ventured a glance.

The spidermind screeched and skittered, joyoudy engulfed in bright white flames, like one of Weem's
monks protesting the war in Kefiristan by immolating himsalf with burning gasoline.

| watched for severd minutes, keeping low asthe last of the spidermind’ s ammo exploded, bursting
off indl directions. Mohility lasted only half aminute, then the intense heat melted the crystal canopy,
turning the truck-size brain into a crispie critter in seconds. It took longer for the meta body to liquefy,
even longer for the whole mass to bubble through the melted deckplates. At last there was nothing left of
the dreaded spidermind but asmoking crater. . . . “Get used toit,” | muttered, unable to even hear my
ownvoice. “Think of thisasarehearsa for the next eternity.”

A hand grabbed my arm—my left arm. “No!” | screamed; then | screamed againin pain as Arlene
yanked on my didocated shoulder.

“Jesus, Fly, I'msorry!” | faintly heard her voice, asif through a speakerphone across the room.

| rolled onto my back, swearing like adrunken longshoreman. “Oh,” shesaid, “| seewhat it is. Hang
on, Ay, thisisgoing to hurt—but you' Il thank mefor itinaminute.”

Would you believe she grabbed my biceps, pulled my arm out of the socket, and snapped it back into
place?

| passed out.

| cameto in afew seconds, then cursed her out again, sorting the epithets a phabetically, in casel
missed any. | passed through the scatological and had started on the blasphemous when she shut me up
by planting abig, wet boot-hedl on my mouth.

She sat me up; by then, my ears were starting to recover, and | could hear what she said. * Pretty
spectacular, Fly. | guesswewon. . . . Ritch would' ve loved this spread now.”

But till | heard the hum of power. The lights remained lit. Something was wrong with this picture.

“I hope you won't take thiswrong,” said Arlene, staring curioudly around, “but why aren’t we plunged
into terrible darkness, Fly Taggart?’

“I' know what you mean, A.S. We can't fed totd satisfaction until we' re freezing to death in the black
night of space. . .”

“And running out of air.”

“So what’ s gone wrong with Bill Ritch'splan?’

She frowned in thought. “1 guessthat building didn’t house the power receiver, after dl,” shesaid. “It
must have been the communications gear by which the spidermind was controlling al the other
crestures.”

“Y ou mean dl the creatures | eft on Deimos and Phobos will destroy one another, like these guys did?’
| smiled ... | likethat thought.

“The spidermind was barely ableto control them asit was,” she pointed out. “ They have anatural
hatred for each other.”

| remembered the crucified hell-princes. Then | remembered Bill, dying from the stupid blast from a
stupid imp. Now he was gone!

Focus, Fly . . . focus.

We went back in the control room and | threw a piece of canvas over Ritch. We laid hisbody out in



the place that was the most appropriate crypt: the scene of hisvictory over the demons.

“All right,” 1 said. 1 think we should retrace our steps back to the surface of Deimaos. Maybe we can
figure out how to get back to Marsfrom there, or at least figure out wherein hell we are.”

“Watch your language,” Arlene said serioudy. Hmm, Arlene Sanders—with religion.

Aswe worked our way back up through the levels of Deimos, we found the dead bodies of
hundreds, then thousands, of the alien mongters. It was asif the Cosmic Orkin company had come
through and done abig specid on demonic infestation.

Therewere avery few live ones, so completely out of it that they hardly seemed worth killing.
Somehow Arleneand | found the will to exterminate them anyway.

When we reached the surface, we discovered the pressure dome was cracked, the air rushing out,
cresting amini-hurricane. Of course, we had been adequatdly briefed on the basics of lifein space. It
would take daysfor al the air to escape; we weren't planning to wait around that long.

| looked past the crack—and stopped breathing. | stared so long, forgetting to blink, that my eyes
blurred.

| wasn't staring & Mars anymore. Where Mars had loomed, hanging over our heads like awrecking
ball, was adifferent planet, one that looked disturbingly familiar: blue-green, familiar land masses, cloud
cover, teeming with six billion cousins and uncles.

We weren't in ahyperspace tunnel any longer. We looked for severa minutes, hoping it was a shared
halucination. At last Arlenesaid, “1 guesswe know their invasion plans now.”

As| stared at Earth in the skies of Deimos, through a cracked and broken pressure dome, | felt a
queer sense of didocation, asif | were no longer sitting ingde my own body—but standing alongside. |
shook, asif | had aterrible fever, mindlesdy clutching at my uniform—

Weems suniform. “Wdl,” | began feebly, “ at |east we stopped them.”

“Didwe?’ Shereached out, asif trying to pet the planet.

Beyond the domes, amid the bright-flecked black of space, other bright spots flared upon the
continents, shining through the scattered clouds. Nuclear explosonswould look just like that; other
things, worse things, could look likethat aswell.

“Jesus, they’ ve dready invaded,” Arlene said, hope draining away from her voice faster than the
ecaping ar.

| took her by thearm and said, “It’snot over, Arlene! We ve already proven who' stougher. We
won't let it end likethid”

But we had no ship, no radio, not even aredlly long rope. We were stuck in low orbit around Earth, a
mere four hundred kilometers away, hanging over our heads like the biggest balloon we could ever hope
to play with.

| shut my eyestight, then opened them. How would we do the impossible? How could we jump four
hundred kilometersto Earth and kill the orbita velocity?

Wedidn't say anything for avery long time. We watched the white spots appearing over the northern
hemisphere, over the hot, blue oceans and cool, green hills of earth.

Suddenly, Arlene gasped; her eyes opened wide. “Fly, | haveit!”

“What?’

“I know how to do it!”

“Do what damn it?’

Her lips moved, slently caculating. Then she grinned.

“I know how to get us acrossto Earth, Fy!”



