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As we hit the roof of Deinobs, |I |ooked up

The pressure done was cracked. O course. That

made sense, the way things had been goi ng. Next

t hi ng you knew, thousand-year-old Martians woul d
cone along and wi nk us out of existence.

Fly Taggart stared at the crack, and his eyes bugged

out like a frog. | wish he knew a bit nore physics; if |
have one conpl aint about Fly, it's that he doesn't
hold wi th hi gher education. The crack was snall, and

I could see it wasn't going to leak all the air out of the
done in the next few mnutes. Days, nore |ike; days,
or even weeks. It's a big facility.

Then | | ooked past the crack and saw what that

huge Marine corporal was really staring at: we weren't
orbiting Mars anynorel

The entire moon of Deinps had just taken a

whirlwi nd tour of the solar system | swallowed hard;
we were staring at Earth.

"I ... guess we know their invasion plans now, "

said, feeling the blood rush to my face.

Fl'y plucked at his uniformtieutenant Wens's

uni form except he'd pulled off the butter bars—ike
it had suddenly started itching, "Well at |east we
stopped them" he said.

"Look again, Fly." The gl obe was flecked with

bright pinpoints of light, flares of explosives mllions
of times nore powerful, more hellish, than any we

had ducked or | obbed back here on Deinos. |

poi nted to the obvi ous nucl ear exchange bl anketing

our home, dunping like a few billion tons of radia-
tion, fallout, and sheer expl osive nmuscle on—en
everyone we had ever known. "Looks |ike they've

al ready invaded. "

Fl'y suddenly latched onto ny armwith a vise grip

of raging enotion. | tried to pry his steel hands | oose,
while he hollered in ny ear. "It's not over, Arlenel"
PFC Arl ene Sanders, United States Marine Corps:

that's me. "W've already proven who's tougher. W
won't let it end like this!"

Right. Me and Fly and not hi ng but weapons,

amo, and a hand with some fingers on it. W were,
going to junp from LEO down to the surface of the
Earth. O maybe we'd drive the planetoid down and
land it at Point Miugu. | guess you couldn't consider
Dei nps strictly a noon anynore, since it appeared to
be nobil e.

W were stuck a nmere four hundred klicks from

where we wanted to be: but that was four hundred

kil ometers straight up. Wat's nore, we were flying
around the Earth at sonething better than ten kilom
eters per second—ot only would we have to junp

down, we'd better do one hell of a big foot-drag to kil



that orbital velocity.

And after that we'd solve Format's Last Theorem
simplify the tax code, and cure world hunger

That | ast one was easy enough to fix. The probl em
wasn't that there wasn't enough food; it was just in
the wrong places and didn't last |ong enough. | once
heard an old duffer say all we really needed was food
i rradi ati on, Seal -a-Meals, and a bunch of rocket mail
tubes to plant the food in the center of the fam ne du

jour.
Rocket mail tubes
"Fly," | shrieked, junping up and down. "I know

how to do it!"

"Do what, damm it?"

Could we do it? | did sone fast, rule-of-thunb

cal cul ati ons: our nass versus that of a typical "care
package" from Mars, the sort they sent up to the
grunts like ne serving on Deinps; the Earth's gravita-
tional pull conpared to that of Mars—t's harder to
fly up and down off the Earth's surface than the
Martian surface. Maybe ... no, it woul d work!

Vel |, maybe.

"I know how to get us across to Earth, Fly. Did you
know t here's a mai ntenance shed for unmanned sni p-
pi ng rockets on this dunp of a noon?"

"No," he said suspiciously.

O course he didn't. He was never stationed here,
like 1'd been. It was a garage where the notor-poo
sergeant kept all the mail tubes, the shipping rockets. |
had no idea why they were called "mail tubes"; we
send our nmail electronically, as the universe intended.
"A one-way ticket to Earth," | sumed up, trying

to penetrate that thick skull of his. "If we can find any
ki nd of ship, we go home and kick some zonbi e ass.
Again."

"Al'l over again," he breathed, catching ny drift at
last. "Well, hell, we're professionals at this now"
We continued | ooking at the famliar blue-green
sphere of Earth, as the unfaniliar white spots ap-
peared and di sappeared all over the globe. An old

pi ece of advice floated up fromdeep in ny nenory:
DON' T LOOK DOMNI' W gazed upon white cl ouds

so beautiful that they rem nded nme of what we'd been
fighting to save

Wre we too late? Part of me hoped so, a part that
just wanted to sit down and rest.

W' d fought those dammed, ugly nonsters until we

were too tired to fight—and now it was | ooking Iike
we had to do it all over again.

Al at once | noticed a sprinkling of the flares al
over California, nmy home state. "Ch, God, Fly,"

sai d, ny stomach contracting.

"Yeah. Terrible." Jesus, couldn't ny best bud think
of anything stronger to say when Arnmageddon cane

to your honetown?

| shook ny head. "You don't understand. That's

not what | nmeant. | mean | don't feel anything."
trenbl ed as | spoke.
Fly put his armaround me; well, that was nore |ike

it. "lIt's all right," he munbled. "It's not what you



think. There's nothing wong with you. After what
you' ve been through, you're just nunb. Your brain is
tired."”

| let ny head rest on his shoulder. "So nmy mind is
com ng | oose. What about body and soul ?"

Ri ght then and there | deci ded we needed a new

word to describe the state after you've reached ex-
haustion but had to keep going on automatic pilot.
Wherever that state was, Fly and | had been there a
I ong, long tine.

2

| put ny armaround Arlene's shoul ders,

hopi ng she woul d understand it meant nothi ng but
friendship. Ch don't be silly, Fly; of course she
under st ands!

Where to begin? | was born at an early age, in a |l og
cabin | helped ny father build. | grew up, joined
the UnitedStatesMarineCorpsSir!—went to fight
"Scythe of @ ory" Comruni st |leftovers in Ke-
firistan, punched out the C. O, was banged up in the
brig and sent to Mars with the rest of ny jarhead
buddi es.

W up-shi pped to Phobos, one of the noons of

Mars—el |, now the only noon of Mars—and dis-
covered a boatl oad of aliens had invaded through the
used-to- be-dormant "CGates," |ong-range teleporters
from. . . fromwhere? From anot her planet, God

knows where. Arlene and | battled our way into the
dept hs of the Phobos facility of the Union Aerospace
Corporation . . . who started the whol e invasion
turns out, by nonkeying with the Gates in the first
pl ace.

It all rolled downhill fromthere. W ended up on

Dei nos sonehow-and |'mstill not sure how t hat

happened! —and duked our way up one side and

down the other, killing nmore types of nonsters than

you can shake a twel ve-gauge at, finally ending up in a
hyperspace tunnel . . . you'll have to ask Arl ene Sand-

ers (Exhibit A the gal to my left) to explain what that
is. But when we finally killed everything worth killing,
we |l ucked into stopping the invasion cold. See previ-
ous report-fromthe-front for full details.

In the end, we faced down the spiderm nd—the

handy ni cknanme chosen for the spider-shaped "mas-

term nd" of the invasion, chosen by Bill Ritch

requi sat in pace, a computer genius who hel ped us at
the cost of his own life.

Ri ght before defeating the spiderm nd, 1'd thought
there was nothing left in me. | was certain that I
couldn't have continued w thout Arlene, a physica

rem nder of what we were fighting for, like old-tine
war propaganda. \While she breathed, | had to

breathe, and fight. Blame it on the genes. W'd had

the strength to go on agai nst hundreds of nonsters.

W weren't about to let alittle thing |ike the | aws of
physics stop us now.

Arlene couldn't stop looking at California, so

gently led her away fromthe sight. "You know,

Arlene, | feel really stupid that | didn't think of the
shed; especially after using the rocket fuel to fry the



friggin spider."

She blinked her eyes and rubbed them | could tel

she was trying not to cry. "That's why you need ne,

Fl ynn Peter Taggart."

So we went spaceshi p shoppi ng.

O course, there was the little matter of adding to
our personal armanments. W hadn't seen any non-

sters for a while. Maybe we neutralized all of them—
but | wasn't about to count on it.

"Once, | was asked why | don't like to go out on the
street without being arned,” | told Arlene.
"Must have been an idiot," cane the terse reply.

She' d regai ned her self-control, but she was still acting
defensive. W were good friends, but that nade it

easier for her to be enbarrassed in front of ne.

"No, | wouldn't call her that,"” | continued. "But

she'd lived a protected life; never came up against the
not her of all storns.”

"What's that?" Arlene wanted to know.
"Late-twentieth-century street slang for when the

bad ot her on your block decides it's tine to teach

you a lesson. At such tines, it is advisable to carry an
equal i zer."

"Li ke this?" Arlene asked, bending down to re-

trieve an AB-10 machi ne pistol, her personal fave.

Every little bit hel ps.

"I'f ny friend had one of those in her purse—= |

began, but Arlene interrupted.

"Too long to get it out. | like to carry on ny
person. "
"Yeah, yeah. | was about to say if she had carried,

she nmight be alive today."

Arl ene stopped runmagi ng t hrough the contents of
a UAC crate and | ooked up. "Ch, Fly, I"'msorry."
"Sonetines you get the | esson only one time, and
it's pass-fail." | playfully poked the air in her direc-
tion. "Wl come back," | said.

"What do you nean?" she asked, squinting at ne
the way she always did when |I made her defensive.
"You can feel again, dear."

"Ch," she said, her body becom ng nore rel axed.
"You're right. One person neans sonething. Wll,

sonmetines . . . if there aren't too nany one persons."
"One's real. There's the body on the floor. A
mllion is just a statistic, no matter how nuch

scream ng the professional nourner does."

She punched the air back at me. And she smil ed.

W didn't talk for a little while. W continued gat her-
ing goodies en route to the shed. It didn't take long to
| ocate; the good news was that it was |arge and
apparently well-stocked. It would take days to go
through all the crates and boxes; but if the | abels on
the outside were accurate, we'd discovered a nuch

| arger inventory of parts than | woul d have i magi ned
necessary for Dei nbs Base.

The bad news was a conpl ete absence of ships in

any state of assenbly. There was nothing to fly!

"Well jeez, | thought it was a great idea," said
Arlene. "Too bad it flopped.”

Sonehow it seened i mmoral to give up hope while



standi ng inside Santa's workshop. | began exam ni ng
sone of the boxes while Arlene kicked one across the
room but that didn't bother ne, she was never neant
for the nodern age she was born into. She'd have been
nore honmey as a freebooter in the days of blood and

i ron, when one physically conmpetent wonan did

enough in her lifetime to breed | egends of |ost,
Amazoni an races of warrior queens. She had guts; she

had cold steel will. She didn't have patience, but what
the hell!
| didn't think | would face death as well as she. 1'd

go down in a very nonstoic way, kicking death in the
groin if | could only line up my shot.

| 1 ooked inside those boxes—big ones, little ones,

all kinds of in-between ones—and an idea grewin ny
head, a few words slipping out.

"I wonder if it still might be possible to seize the
objective," | muttered.

Arl ene heard, too. "Huh? What do you nean, seize

t he objective?"

I was only half listening. The little voice in the back
of nmy head drowned her out with sone really crazy
stuff: "It seens ridiculous, A'S., but it could work."
3

The stoic qualities of Arlene Sanders were

better suited to facing death than being irritated by
her ol d buddy. "Fly, what the hell are you talking
about ?" She stonped to where | was going through a
box of thin metal cylinders, perfect for the project
growi ng inside ny head.

"Yes," | said, "it really could work."

Using the special tone of voice normally reserved

for dealing with nentally deficient children and
drunken sailors, she said: "Tell me what in God's
nane you're on about, Fly!"

| lifted my head fromthe box. "When | was a kid,

wanted a car real bad. | nean real bad. Real real, bad
bad. "

"Here we go down nmenory | ane," she said with a

shrug.

"See, | couldn't afford the car," | said, "but I

want ed one."

"Real real, bad bad?"

"I mean, |'d have taken anything with wheels and a
transm ssion. If I couldn't have a six, |1'd settle for
four. Three, anything! But no matter how rmuch |

| owered expectations, | still couldn't afford a vehicle."

"I's this going somewhere, Fly, or do | need to

hi t chhi ke back hone to Mot her?"

"That's exactly right," | said. "I'mtal king about
transportation. | couldn't afford a car—but | could
afford a spare part now and then, and you know how
this ended up?"

She put her hands on her hips, head tilted to the
side, and said: "Let me guess! You collected spare
parts, and collected and collected, and finally you
were able to build your own F-20! O was it an aircraft
carrier? Anphibious |anding craft?"

| ignored her. "I built nyself a car. Had a few
probl ems; no brakes exactly, but it ran; and what a



power ful sound that baby made when she turned
over."

Arlene finally saw where | was headed. Menory

| ane dead-ended right here on Deinmps. "Fly, you're
BS-ing ne."

"No, | really built an auto
"You are insane if you think you can build a
freakin' spaceship out of spare parts!”

| literally junped up and down. "You thought of it
too," | said. "Geat idea, isn't it? W can build a
rocket and get off this rock."

She was very tolerant. "Fly, an autonobile is one
thing. You're tal king about a spaceship."

| looked her straight in the eye. "After all we've
been t hrough, you going to tell ne we can't do this?"
She | ooked ne straight back. "Read ny lips," she
said. "W can not do this."

"W have nothing to lose, AS. It can't be any
harder than taking down the spidermnd, can it?"
"You have a point there," she said grudgingly. "So
how do you propose we start?"

She was al ways annoyed when | used reality to win

an argunent. | knew it was possible. But not without

a manual

"We need sone tech," | said.

"Tech?"

"Plans . . . then we can give it to our design depart-
ment . "

"Don't tell nme ... I'mthe design departnent.”

| smled. "You re the design departnment."

"And what are you, Fly Taggart?"

"Everything el se.™

W went | ooking for a manual. Ten nminutes |ater we
found one in the nost |ogical place, which was the |ast
pl ace we | ooked, naturally: next to the coffee maker. |
tried to get Arlene to make us a pot of coffee, but she
stared at me as if 1'd grown a third head.

So | made it nyself; 1'd forgotten that Arlene didn't
i ndul ge, but that was all right with ne. | figured since
| was the production line, | needed all the caffeine

coul d survive

Next we inventoried everything we had to work

with. Qur best choice was to make a small mail rocket

i ntended for one person, but capable of seating two, if

they were really chunmy. | wote a list of parts
needed and found al nbst everything within three
hours . . . except for a thingamabob. | knew what it

was really called, but | couldn't think of it. W spent
anot her hour searching, and though we didn't cone
across it, we located nore tools that would be of

i mreasur abl e value; a screwdriver, a drill bit, a
magni f yi ng gl ass, and a paper punch

"Enough for now," said Arlene. "I'msure the

t hi ngamabob wi |l show up before we finish. W'd

better get started ... | have no idea how fast the air is

| eaking fromthe done; we mght have a nonth, we

m ght have a coupl e of days!"

| wasn't going to argue with an optinmistic Arlene.
Hell, | hardly ever argued with the pessimstic one.
"W haven't |ooked under all the tarps,” | said, "and



there are other roons to check too. But there is one
nor e shoppi ng expedition required before we start
wor k. We need enough food and water to hold us

t hrough the job; and all the spare |iquid oxygen tanks
and hydrogen tanks we can find."

Arl ene nodded. W were in a race with a bunch of

air nolecules, and they had a head start. In addition
to oxygen for fuel, we actually needed to breathe now
and again over the next few days. Weks, whatever. It
woul d be cruel fate indeed if | screwed the [ast bolt
and hamered the final wing nut, only to keel over
from oxygen deprivation

My brain was working overtine now "The pres-

sure is dropping so slowmy, we're not going to notice
when it gets dangerous. Can you rig up sonething to
warn us when to start taking a hit of pure oxygen?"
"And regul ate how nuch we should take. Yeah, it's

a space station ... | don't think I'lIl have rmuch trou-
ble finding an air-pressure sensor and rebreather kit."
She pull ed a gouge pad out of her shirt pocket and
started taking notes. She thought of sonething I'd
mssed: "I'Il 1ook for warmcl othes too, Fly. The
temperature will drop as we | ose pressure.”

"Wn't the sun warmus? We're no farther away

than Earth itself."

"We're underground. Al this dirt nakes a great

i nsul ator, unfortunately."

First day, we were good scouts, gathering supplies
for our merit badge in survival. | regretted that we
couldn't nove what we needed to a | ower |evel and
seal off one conpartnent. That would stretch survival
by another nonth. But hauling the tons of material
we'd need to build a rocket was inpossible.

Arl ene scrounged a generous supply of food, nost

of it produced under the dome with considerable help
fromthe Genetics Departnment. After watching the
nmonst ers produced assenbly-line out of the vat,
hesitated even to eat our own-hunan experinments

i n reconbi nant - DNA veggi es and | ab-grown " Meet."

But Arlene wasn't queasy. She preferred the Dei nos-
grown peas and carrots to the real delicacy, frozen
asparagus from Earth.

"l despi se asparagus," she insisted.

"Al'l right; so | hate okra." The sliny stuff was one
of my chil dhood I oat hi ngs.

On the second day, we ran head-on into our first

| esson in Spaceship Construction 101: nanely, trans-
lating the manual from"techie-tal k" into English
Here, what should we make of this?

The ZDS protocol provides reliable, flow

control |l ed, two-way transm ssion of unenriched

fuel -cell packet deliverables fromnozzle to sock-

et. It is a plasma stream ( PLASM STREAM or

packet stream ( SOCK- SEQFUELPACKET) pro-

tocol. ZDS uses the Uni on Aerospace Corpora-

tion doubl e-sequenci ng directed stream fornat.

This format provides for nozzle, spray, and
extern-spray (socket) specification

NOTE: see the definition for ZDS-redirect in

Section 38.12.



ACTI VE OR PASSI VE

Sockets utilizing the ZDS protocol are either

"active" or "passive." Nozzle processes nust be
directed into passive (external spray) sockets.

They detect for connection requests fromdeliver-

abl e processes residing on the same or ot her

nodes of the fuel-cell packet path. Socket proc-

esses broadcast requests for active (directed

spray) nozzles. They sidestep nominal delivery in
favor of reverse-directed (acknow edgi ng) packet
streans.

ALL CONNECTI ONS BETWEEN NQZZLES

AND SOCKETS MJST BE SET TO DEFAULT

ACTI VE OR PASSI VE PROTOCOL DEPEND-

I NG ON THE ANTI Cl PATED FUEL- CELL

PATH DELI VERY PROCESS.

WARNI NG Failure to foll ow UAC acti ve/ passive
nozzl e- socket connection protocols may result in
unantici pated fuel -cell path conmbustion with un-
desirable results.

| could translate the final warning pretty well: if we
didn't figure out what the hell they neant by

"active/ passi ve nozzl e-socket connection protocols,"
Arlene and | woul d become a rather spectacul ar
fireworks display.

Arl ene was better at figuring it out than | was; she
had actually taken engi neering night courses during
her shore tours. | volunteered the use of ny hands

and a strong back if she'd turn the technical gobbl edy-
gook into the kind of instructions a Marine can
follow "Put this part here! Tighten that bolt, Ma-
rinel”

"Yeah, just like you to have the woman do all the

hard work," she said.

"Just remind nme to clean the carburetor before

work on the piston valves."

"It's not a car, you noron!"

"Huh. | guess in space no one can hear you nake

nmet aphors. " Amazingly, she didn't shoot ne.
Unfortunately, the rockets used by the Dei nos
facility—hence all the spare parts—were short-hop

i ghtwei ght supply rockets, never intended to carry a
singl e human being, let alone two of us ... and never
intended to fight a gravity well like Earth's.

There were a couple | arge-bore rocket casings |eft
over from God knows when, back before we had the

MDMt 44 pl asnma not ors devel oped by Uni on Aero-

space, and this was the key: | figured | could hot-rod a
44 into & bigger cousin, cramit inside one of the old
casi ngs, and have enough juice to fling us off Deinos,
burn into the atnosphere, and brake to a (nessy)

| andi ng Sonmewhere on Earth.

My main goal was to keep from bl owi ng us up

After frying our spider baby in JP-9 jet fuel, | had a
new respect for the stuff. It beat the hell out of sal ad
oil.

Arl ene squatted on an unconfortable stool translat-

i ng techni cal paragraphs into sonething I could un-
derstand. My optim st projection was to finish the
task in ten days!



Real ity dragged ass.

Starting our third week, we ran into the first serious
problem Trying to jerry-rig parts we couldn't find
into configurations we couldn't figure out was a bitch
and | insisted we needed to test-fire the notor when
finally got a working nodel. We didn't have nuch

tinme, but the notor was life and death, a nust test.
W' d spent two days painfully assenbling it, and | do
mean "we." Arlene enjoyed an excuse to get off her
stool; besides, it was a two-man job.

W finally ended up with a sleek beauty two neters
long and a nmeter in diameter, alnost small enough to
fit inside the ol d-nodel rocket skin. Just a few odd
pi eces here and there where | thought | could super-
charge the system-er where | couldn't find the

correct part and had to Substitute butter for eggs. A
pair of start cables snaked into the machine fromten
feet away, where a switch box was connected to
twenty-seven fifty-volt ni-cad batteries.

I'd spent half a day wel ding steel bars together into
a framework, sort of, kind of approximating the
interior scaffolding in the mail tube. W bolted the
nmotor inside, mooring it securely to the deck plates.
Last, | attached a highly sensitive pressure sensor to
the forward edge to neasure the thrust. |'d trust
Arlene to make the cal culations and tell me whether

we woul d nake it into orbit or not.

"Want to say a prayer?" she asked before | switched

it on.

"Yeah; | wasn't always in trouble with the nuns.
Maybe | can collect on a few good deeds." Arlene
stationed herself behind a bul khead; | reached over

and flipped the switch, then dived behind cover
Super heat ed gases rushed out the back with a

tremendous roar . . . and | could tell imediately it
was too nuch force; 1'd tweaked nmy rocket engine too
good.

But | couldn't switch it off! It was just a nodel
designed to burn until the fuel was gone; no cut-off
val ve.

The scaffol ding strained, groaning like a dying

st eam denon—ahoops, remnd nme | ater—and |

knew what was about to happen. "Get your head

down!" | screanmed. No use—she coul dn't hear any-
thing over the roar of the engine and the scream of
steel twisting and ripping free.

The nooring tore |l oose with a horrible, grinding

noi se that for an instant even drowned out the 44. M
beautiful, working rocket engine broke free, ate the
pressure sensor with one gulp, and smashed through a
dozen boxes of precious parts before naking a snmok-

i ng hol e agai nst the nearby bul khead, |eaving a per-
fectly straight series of holes, |like a cartoon.
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Destroyi ng a bul khead on a dooned base, or

even sone spare parts, was no cause for alarm
Destroying the notor was sonething el se again.

Arl ene screamed sonet hi ng obscene, but | couldn't
hear her over the ringing in ny ears. W got off |ucky.
It could have struck the JP-9 and ended everyt hing.



After we extinguished the fire and sal vaged what we
could of the motor, Arlene |ooked at ne hunorlessly.
"Flynn Taggart, what deviltry did you do to those
poor nuns?"

"Can you rephrase that, after what we've been

t hrough?" We were both a little punchy, getting by on
shifts of four hours sleep. But no spidermnds were
trying to kill us, no inps throwing a wench in the
machi nery, no hell-princes setting fires worse than the
one we'd just put out. It felt |like we were on vacation
Al right, to fill in a bit: an inp is what we dubbed
the brown, spiny, leathery alien that throws flam ng
balls of rmucus. Hell-princes | ooked like the typica
"devil" frommy troubled youth in Catholic school —
red body, goat |egs, horns, and they too threw sone-
t hi ng noxious that killed you real dead; we pretty
much decided it had to be an exanple of genetic

engi neering, since it was too close to a human concep-
tion of evil.

W had al so killed denmons, which I privately called
pi nki es, that were huge, pink, hairy critters with no
brains but an awful lot of teeth; flying, metallic skulls
with little rocket notors; invisible ghosts; and an
unbel i evabl e horde of zonbies—spiritually, they

were the worst, for oftener than not, they were our
own buddi es and conrades at arns, "reworked" into

the |iving dead.

But the granddaddy nonster of themall was the

st eam denon, so called because it was a five-neter-
tall mechanical nonstrosity with a back rack full of
rockets and a | auncher where its hand shoul d have
been. Wen it noved, it sounded |like a steam | oco-
noti ve and shook the ground.

None of that was inportant conpared to one fact:

Arl ene had conpl etely changed her m nd about buil d-
ing the rocket. "lI'msorry | ever doubted you," she
said. "l guess it is possible.™

But now | was the contrarian. "W did all the
calculations right, A S. W checked and triple-
checked everything . . . How could the engine be so
much nore powerful than we thought?"

She sm | ed. "Because they obviously deliberately
understated the capabilities in the technica
literature—probably for security reasons."

"So all our calculations are worthless crap. How are
you going to fly this thing?"

She didn't seemoverly concerned. "Fly, the vehicle
hasn't been built that | can't pilot."

"Un. . . well, this rocket hasn't been built, has it?"
"You know what | mean! If you build it, I will fly. |
swear . "

"Hm" | didn't know what to say. | had no idea

whet her she was or wasn't a hot-shot rocket pilot. W
don't get nuch call for that in the Light Drop Infan-
try. But now that she believed in the rocket, nothing
was going to stop us.

There were other notor parts, and we patched

toget her something | figured was eighty percent ready.
There was no tinme for better. The air was grow ng

thi nner and the tenperature was dropping ... the



crack in the done was finally taking its toll.

The pressure dropped so gradually, we didn't even
notice. After a while | found nyself panting for air
after clinbing a | adder, and Arlene had to rest after
every heavy part she handed ne.

Then a couple of days later, | realized my mind was
wandering in the nddl e of a task. | focused, then
wander ed agai n.

Arlene was able to maintain her concentration
maybe being snaller, she didn't need as high a parti al
pressure of oxygen. But both of us were getting mghty
col d.

When | saw Arlene shivering while working, | nade

her throw on a couple of sweaters and did the sane.

W wore gl oves, except that | kept renmpving mne

because it interfered with the work. Then ny hands

would turn to ice, and 1I'd put them back on to warm

up before taking another stab at attaching the fine
filaments that ran mcrovolts to the plasma gl obul es.
Suddenly, the air-pressure sensor started scream ng

its fool head off. Arlene and | exchanged a worried

gl ance, but we didn't need to be told twice. It was tine
to start hitting the raw stuff, O2 neat. W took hits off
t he sane oxygen bottle, trying to lint ourselves to a
few breaths every hour or so, or when we started to get
di zzy or goofy.

But we just didn't have that rmuch bottl ed oxygen.

Uncl e Sugar packed a lot of air into a single bottle; but
even so, even at the slow pace we used it, we'd run out
of breathing oxygen in just a few nore days. W had

nore bottles, but we needed them for fuel mxing.

And of course we'd need to breathe nore frequently

as the pressure dropped—paradoxically, it was drop-

pi ng sl ower now, since there was | ess pressure in the
done to push the air out.

W stretched the bottles as long as we could, but

they ran out while there was still plenty of work left.
I'd done mountain clinmbing in ny native Col orado

before joining the Corps; as the air grew thinner, I
tried to help Arlene deal with it. "Breathe shallowy,"

| said. "Rest, and don't talk except for the job."

The physical exertion wasn't any |ess, though. W'd

have to stop frequently, gasping and panting. W tired
easily and needed nore sleep, but stayed on the four-
hour rotations, creating a cycle of exhaustion we
couldn't break. But sleeping | onger would just make

the job take longer, and the pressure would drop | ower
in the nmeantine.

Low pressure is insidious. There are obvious ef-

fects: exhaustion, trouble breathing, and cold. But
there are other synptoms people don't often think

about: your ears ring; it's hard to hear sounds (thinner
air makes everything sound nmuffled and "tinny"); and
worst of all, your mind can start to go. Qur brains are
built for a certain baronetric pressure, and if it's too
high or too low, we start getting strange.

O in Arlene's case, hallucinogenic.

"Punmpki n!'" she suddenly screaned, waking ne

after two hours of my allotted four. She grabbed a
bunp-action riot gun and pounded a shot over ny



head, so close it made ny skull vibrate.

"Punmpki n" was our nane for the horrible, floating

al i en heads—nechani cal, | think—that vonited bal

[ightning capable of frying you at fifty paces. | threw

nmysel f off the table we used as a bed, figuring the

vacation was over: the aliens had found us at |ast!

But when | dropped to ny knees, Sig-Cow rifle at

the ready, all | saw was the dark hole in the wall left by

my overly enthusiastic notor test of a week ago.

Arl ene ran down the passageway ahead of me, firing

wildly; firing at nothing. But those bastard alien

"denons" could be fast! | had no reason to doubt ny

buddy as | joined her, ready to do what we'd done

countl ess tines during our assault on Phobos,

Dei nos, and the tunnel

Then she ran straight into the bul khead like it

wasn't there, and | suddenly realized something was

seriously wong with her

She knocked herself out. | couldn't |ook after her

then; | had to nake sure about the punpkin.

Knuckl i ng the residue of sleep from bl oodshot eyes,

I ran Iike a nmother down the corridor, eyes left, right
not wasting a shot but ready for the eneny. For an

instant | thought |I saw a flying gl obe and al nost

squeezed off a shot. But it was a trick of periphera

vision, just a flash of nmy own shadow.

A cul -de-sac at the end of the corridor finally

convinced ne that there was no freaking punpkin.

| stood for a nonent, desperately trying to get

nonexi stent air into ny burning lungs. Then | re-

turned to Arlene, who groaned and panted as she

started coning to.

"Pal, honey, | hate to do this . . . but I've got to

relieve you of your weapon."

She stared unconprehendi ngly.

"There was no pumpkin,” | explained. "You're

suffering froml ow pressure psychosis."

"Ch Jesus," she said quietly. She understood.

Sadly, she handed over the scattergun and her AB-10

machi ne pistol.

| felt like the bottomof ny boots after wal ki ng

t hrough the green sludge. You don't relieve a Marine

of his weapon, not ever. By doing so, |'d just effec-

tively denoted her to civilian. And the worst part

was, even she realized now that she'd been halluci-

nat i ng.
She was cryi ng when we wal ked slowy back to the
vehicl e assenbly room a.k.a. the hangar. 1'd never

seen Arlene cry before—except when she had to kil

t he reworked, reani mated body of her former |over
Dodd.

"Hey," | said a few hours later, "can't we el ectro-
lyze water and get oxygen?"

Arlene was silent for a nmonment, her |ips noving.

"Yes," she said, "but we'd only get a few breaths per
liter, and we need the water too, Fly."

"Ch." Not for the first tinme, | wished | knew nore
engi neering. | vowed to take classes when we nade it
back horme ... if there even was a "back hone"

anynore.



| started having unpl easant dreans, so | didn't

mnd giving up nore of ny sleep allotment. It was

al ways the same dream actually. | loved roller coast-
ers as a kid. They were the closest | could get to flying
in those days. | lived only five mles away froma
freestandi ng wood-frame nmonster. | thought | would

| ove nothing better, until they built a tubular steel

ei ght -1 oop supercoaster

I"d never been afraid on the old roller coaster. Wth
all the courage of an experienced ten-year-old, 1'd sit
inthe car as it slowy reached the top, the horizon
slanting off to nmy left, and pretend it was the rimof a
pl anet and | was an astronaut. As it went over the top,
pl ungi ng down a cliff of wood and netal, | nade it a
poi nt of honor not to hold on to the crash bar. | was
too grown-up for that!

| was always interested in how things were put

t oget her and how they worked. So | asked about the

new rol |l er coaster. A man who worked at the anuse-

ment park told me stuff he wasn't supposed to say,

stuff he knew not hi ng about —about how the forces
generated could snap a human neck |ike rotten cord-
wood, how the auxiliary chain that gave the car
acceleration had a lot of extra strain on it for an eight-
| oop ride.

As | started up the first hill of the new ride,

t hought about what 1'd learned. | didn't know it was
all bogus crap nade up to inpress a ten-year-old.

The first loop, | worried about centrifugal force
snappi ng ny neck; the second | oop, | sweated over
velocity tearing nme out of ny seat; the third | oop,
fixated on the dammed chain comi ng | oose; and the
fourth | oop was reserved for a ten-year-old having

ul cers over the gears stripping. And then | threw up—
not a good thing to do when you're upside down.

I wonder if that bastard ever knew what damage his

m si nformati on caused?

As | grew up, | |learned how real know edge coul d

bani sh fear. You play the odds. You focus on the job at
hand. You don't want to ness up. The chil dhood

trauma was behind ne ... until it came back now on
Deinbs as | tried to grab a little sleep. Instead of rest,
| was back on that eight-loop netal nonster, and now

it turned into the arns and | egs of a steam denon.

Wien the creature screaned at nme and raised its

mssile arm | would al ways wake up; so | didn't even
have the pleasure of fighting or dying.

| didn't worry about mny stupid dreans, though. It

sure beat fighting the real thing. Besides, | was getting
of f easy compared to Arlene.

| knew things were bad when | tried to wake her up

and she stared with unblinking eyes, not seeing a
dammed thing. | realized she was still asleep. 1'd read
somewhere that it's risky to wake a person froma
trance state, and | didn't require medical training to
know Arl ene was Somanbulist Gity.

There wasn't tinme to go hunting for a nedica

library. A quick check of nedical supplies produced a
Law Book, wedged between the surgical bandages and
antibiotics. | had to laugh. A text on nedical nal prac-



tice had nade it all the way to a Martian noon, and
now, by way of a hyperspace tunnel, had al nost
returned to Earth.

I wasn't laughing as | returned to Arlene. She

wal ked in her sleep, striking at the air in front of her
"Cet away," she said to phantons only she could see.
"I won't leave you. I'll stay, I'll stay!"
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If | shouldn't wake her, there seened no

reason | shouldn't try to comunicate. "Arlene, can
you hear ne?"

"Quiet," she said, "I don't want Fly to hear you
He's dependi ng on ne."

"Why don't you want himto know about ne?"

asked.

"Because you're evil," she said with conviction

"You're all evil, you bastards."

She wal ked sl owy down the corridor. So | ong as she
wasn't in danger of hurting herself, | saw no reason to

shock her out of it. "Why are we bad?"

"You scare me. You make ny brother do bad

t hi ngs!"

Up to that point | did not know that Arlene even

had a brot her.

It was weird—+ thought we'd known everyt hi ng

about each other's famly life. She tal ked about her
parents and growing up in Los Angeles all the tinme. |
was unconfortable pursuing the matter, but | rationa-
lized away ny noral qual ns and decided to play out
the hand. "Who are we?" | asked again.

She swayed drunkenly, delivering a nmonol ogue I|ike
those weird, old plays from previous centuries. "Bad
things in the air, in the night, making my brother
crazy. He'd never do bad things except for you. |

t hought 1'd never see you again . . . VWhy'd you follow
me into space, to Mars, to Deinbs? When | grew up, |
t hought you weren't real, but now | know better. You
followed ne, but | won't let you get inside ne; not

i nsi de!"

When Arl ene had ki dded ne about goi ng down

menory lane, | took it in good hunmor. But if we were
going to have to relive all the bad stuff from our
chil dhood as the air |eaked away, | was good and

ready to say good-bye to Dei nos now, rocket or no
rocket, instead of |ater

In the nmeantime, what was | going to do about
Arlene? | couldn't |let her wander the corridors, argu-
ing with ghosts from her childhood. Wth tine short
and no way to send to Earth for a correspondence
course in psychology, I went with comon sense.
"Arlene, we'll nake a deal with you," | said. "Wl
stop bothering you and | et you get back to Fly."

"In exchange for what?" she wanted to know, quite
reasonabl y.

"Because we' ve noved back to Earth, and you can't
touch us there."

"Fly and | are building a ship to take us to Earth,"
"Ha, we don't believe you two will get anywhere

near us. You'll be stuck on Deinpbs forever!"

"That's a lie!" she snapped, and stopped wal ki ng.



"We'll fight you again." She stared right at ne. "W're
not afraid of your little genetic stupidnen.”

"Big words!" | said

She cane right at ne, fists raised, and started

hitting me. As | fended off her bl ows—hot too
difficult, considering the difference in reach—+

yel l ed, "Hang on, Arlene, I'mcomng to help you
This is Fly, Fly!"
As | say, | never took any courses in psychol ogy, but

| acted in school plays. And to steal a phrase, it
doesn't take a rocket scientist to go with the flow |
gave nysel f a magna cum | aude graduati on as her eyes
cane into focus and she recogni zed ne.

"Fly? What happened?"

"We' ve been fighting nonsters again."

She | ooked around the enpty corridor and then

back to ne. | didn't have to spell it out. "How nuch

| onger can we take this?"

"Not a second |onger than we have to."

Arlene started seeing weird colors after that—

auras, shadows, and things she wouldn't tell at first.
Sonetimes she would put the tech docunents down,
sitting quietly with her eyes shut until the colors went
away.

It scared nme plenty, but it terrified her. She was

| osi ng her m nd—and she knew it. So when | told her

t he engi ne was eighty percent finished, Arlene urged,
"Fly, forget the other twenty percent. It's done! Let's
bl ow this popcorn stand."

| had to be honest. "A.S., there are still a few
systens | don't think are in really good shape.”

"W can't wait. We've taken chances with worse

odds than that the whole tinme we've been on this

rock. Fly, I ... | stopped being able to see color
vision this morning. Al | can see is gray—except

when | hal luci nate a rai nbow col ored aura. And ny

peri pheral vision is shot." She paused, |icking her
lips. "And Fly, there's sonething el se.™

She cane cl ose and spoke softly, seriously. "I want

to confess sonething to you, Fly. \Wat would your

nuns think of that? For the first time |'mreally afraid.
I"'mafraid | mght kill you, thinking you' re one of the
nonsters. | couldn't stand that."

The little voice in the back of my head had whis-

pered that possibility when she first imagined the

punpkin. It was a chance | was willing to take. Even
so, | was glad she, not |, stated the danger |oud and
clear.

| sped up preparations, insisting that Arlene sleep
whenever possible. The air and pressure probl ens
were getting to ne as well, but I handled them better
than Arl ene.

O course, the problemw th oxygen starvation is

that you are not the best judge of your own reason
But the best chance for both of us was to finish the
rocket.

And we were close, tantalizingly close.

| suddenly got the creepy crawies. | recognized the
symptom | was picking up the same psychosis as
Arlene. "All right," | acquiesced, "we go in the next



few hours. W have a chance, | guess; eighty percent is
ei ghty points better than zero."

W got busy. We drank water. We ate a | ast good

meal of biscuits, cheese, fruit, nuts. The Eskinos say
that food is sleep, by which | guess they nean if your
body can't get one kind of recharge, you mght as well
take the other.

Arl ene abandoned ne to work out the telenetry
programthat would (God willing) |aunch us, kill

Dei nbs's orbital velocity, dropping us into the atnos-
phere, then take us down, at which point she'd hand
over control to me to find a suitable spot to touch
down. Fortunately, it was basically cut-and-paste;
doubt she could have witten it fromscratch . . . not
in the condition she was in. The hand of God nust

have graced her, though she'd never adnmit it, for her
to keep it together [ong enough to patch it together
As we prepared to |leave, | kept running the basic
worries through ny mnd. The nmail tubes were de-
signed for Mars, which has only a fraction the atnos-
phere of Earth and a nuch | ower gravity; the specific
i mpul se devel oped by the rockets mght not be

enough to overconme Earth's gravity as we spilled
velocity and tried to land. On the other hand, the

t hi ck at mosphere m ght cause so rmuch friction that

our little ship would burn up

The [ auncher was a superconducting rail gun. Re-

m nded nme of the eight-loop wonder at the anuse-

ment park back in the Mdwest. This time | hoped

woul dn't throw up. At least this piece of equipnent
didn't have an auxiliary chain ... so what was there
to worry about ?

| grunted the [ auncher around to point opposite

Dei nbs's orbital path. The rocket controls were sim
ple to operate, thank CGod; throttle, stick, various
navi gati onal gear that | didn't really understand, and
environnental controls, all ranged around ny face in
a tremendously unconfortabl e position

Then suddenly, a few hours before our schedul ed
departure, Arlene totally freaked out.

At first | thought she was joking. She strolled up to

me and said, "Don't try to fool ne; | know what you
really are."
"Yeah, a prize SOB," | said distractedly. A nonent

later I was on ny butt with Arlene's boot on ny chest
and a shiv—a sharpened piece of netal —agai nst ny
throat. Looking into her eyes, | saw the blank | ook of a
zonbie . . . and for a noment, Jesus, | thought they'd
somehow gotten her, reworked her

But it was just the | ow pressure, or maybe sl ow

oxygen deprivation. | talked to her for five mnutes
from nmy supine position, saying anything, God knows
what, anything to snap her back to some senbl ance of
herself. After a while she dropped the shiv and started
crying, saying she had nurdered God or some such

silly nonsense.

I wasn't going to abandon her, no matter what; but
there was nothing in my personal rule book that said
had to make it any nore difficult. W had Medikits in
the shed. | gave her a shot. She struggl ed, coughed,



and turned to me. "Wy can't we eat our brothers?"

she asked; then the drug took effect.

She'd be okay; in the mail-tube rocket, we've have
nore pressure, and nore inmportant, nore partial -
pressure of 2. She'd be all right ... | hoped

| put her aboard the rocket, threwin a bag of
supplies, and squeezed in next to her. It was |ike being
in a sleeping bag together—er a coffin. | positioned
nmyself so |I could reach all the controls, took a deep
breath and got serious.

Just before lighting the cigar, | renenbered the

stark terror of riding in the E7 seat of an S-8 sub-
hunter "Snark" jet and coming in for nmy virgin

l anding on an aircraft carrier. Trusting entirely to the
guy on the other end nmade ne nore nervous than the

i dea of landing on a postage stanp. Well, this tine,
for better or worse, | was the guy with the stick
considering that I'd never flown anything but a troop
shi my over sone nountains, | alnost wished | were
back in the S-8.

| threw the switches, pushed forward on the throttle
(oddly simlar to a passenger airliner), and the rocket
slid along the tube, launching at ten g's. Arlene was
al ready out, of course, and m ssed the pleasure of

bl acki ng out with ne.

Suddenly, 1 discovered nyself in a strange room a
faint hissing catching ny attention. Black and white,
no color ... | knew | should know where | was, what

all these things, this equipnment around ne, was.

| should know ny nanme too, | guessed.

Then the sound cut back in; fly, someone said. A
command? Fly, fly—=Fly." It was nme, ny lips, saying
the word fly ... the nanme! Fly, me; ny nane.

Then | saw col or and recogni zed the jerry-rigged
blinking lights and liquid-crystal displays of the nail

tube. I'd installed themnyself; the mail doesn't need
to see where it's going, but we did.
Through the slit of a viewscreen, | saw deepest bl ue

with faint, cotton-candy w sps, strings flashing past. |
gl anced at the altimeter—uch too high for clouds.
| oni zed gases?

Then somet hi ng socked me in the face, like a 10mm
shel I, and agony expl oded across ny face. At first it
was bilateral; then it focused right behind ny eye-
balls, like God's own worst migraine. For a few

seconds | thought my head literally was going to
detonate. Then it faded as the blood finally
repressurized my cranial arteries and rebooted ny
brain. | |ooked at the chrononeter: the entire bl ack-
out had lasted only forty-five seconds.

It could have been forty-five years.

A |l ow groan announced Arlene's return to con-

sci ousness. "Fly," she noaned, "good | uck."

| was too busy to say anything. But it was good
havi ng her back again. The cal cul ati ons she'd al ready
wor ked out for our glide path were okay, and | used
the retros to get us on her highway.

As we cane in, the ride got bunpier and rougher

The interior of the little craft started heating up
Bei ng so cl ose together made us sweat all the faster.



When it got over fifty degrees centigrade, beads of
perspiration poured into my eyes, interfering with
Vi si on.

But the tenp continued to rise. The mail tubes are
supposed to be insul ated—but the skin on this one
was built for Mars

In Earth atnosphere, we were being baked. The

tenmp boiled up past seventy degrees, and | was gasping
for air, every breath searing ny lungs. My skin turned
red and | could barely hold the controls. Another
m nute and we woul d be dead.
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Fly!" Arlene screanmed. "Bl ow the oxygen

W'll lose it, but it'll heat up and bl ow out the
exhaust, cooling the interior!"

"Not again!" | said.

" Huh?"

"W'll be low on air again!"

"Do it, Fly, or we'll fry."

W took turns nmaking the other face unpl easant
facts. It was sonmething |ike being married.

| did as she commanded. The cooling effect nade a

real difference. My brain was still on fire, but at | east
coul d think again.

"So what systens still aren't working?" she asked

next, still gasping fromeach searing breath.

This seenmed |ike an opportune noment to be

conpl etely honest. "Now that you mention it," |
mentioned, "the only one I'mworried about is the

| andi ng system "

"What ?"

"The t hi ngamabob woul d have come in useful for

| andi ng. What do they call it? Ch yes, the aerial-
braki ng system ™"

She sighed. If there had been nore roomin our

little cocoon, she nmight have shrugged as well. "By-
gones," she said. "Sorry for the trouble |I caused.”
"Arlene, don't be ridiculous! | was having crazy
dreans and was about to go off the deep end nyself.
You just went first because you're . . . smaller." It
occurred to ne that we were having nore of a

di scussion than was wi se under the circunstances.

"So how in hell do we land this puppy?" No sooner

were these words out of her nouth than Arlene

started yawni ng.

| figured we should try and set it down anywhere on
dry land. Live or die, | wasn't in the mood for a swim
If we survived, we could get our bearings anywhere on
Eart h—pi ck a destination and then haul butt.

W didn't have any time to waste. Thanks to our

stunt with the oxygen, the Q2 to CO2 ratio was
dropping. | was in even |l ess nood for us to becone
goofy from oxygen deprivation after watching Arl ene

go nuts before—thanks, M. Disney, but |I'm not

goi ng back on that ride.

| had to explain this to Arlene, but she was asl eep
again so | explained it to the Martian instead. He was
alittle green guy, about three feet high, and I was gl ad
to see him "About time one of you showed up," |

said. "We al ways expected to see guys like you up here



i nstead of all this nedieval stuff."”

"Perfectly understandable,” he said in the voice of
W C. Fields. "These denpbns are a pain. But they're
wel cone to Deinps."

"Way is that?" | asked

"Confidentially, it's an ugly noon, don't you think?
Not at all a work of beauty |ike Phobos, a drinking
man' s moon. Speaki ng of which, you wouldn't have
some whi skey on you?"

"Sorry, only water."

He was very of fended. "You nean that liquid fish
fornicate in? We Martians don't care for the stuff. You
can drown in it, you know. Now ours is a nice, dry
pl anet, rusty brown like that car of yours after you
abandoned it to the elenents. Mars is nice and cold,
good practice for the grave. Are you sure you don't
have any booze?"

| figured he was bringing up drowning just to scare
me. If Arlene and | didn't burn up in the atnosphere,
there was al ways a good chance of winding up in the
drink and drowning like the Shuttle pioneers had in
t he 1980s.

Besides, he'd raised a certain issue and | wanted an
answer. "Why does Phobos | ook better to you than

Dei nos?" | asked.

"My dear fellow, Phobos is the inner noon of

Mars. Dei mbs was al ways on the outs even before

t hose hobgoblins hijacked it. The outs is a bad pl ace
to be, and you are out of tine and going to die and
betray Arlene and betray the Earth, you puny little
man with your del usions."

Whil e he was tal king, he was growing in size, and
sharp teeth protruded beyond his sneering lips; the
eyes flamed red, as the rockets flamed red, as the sky
was underneath and overhead all at the sane tine.
And | was screani ng

"You're one of theml You're a denon-inp-specter-
thing. You tricked ne."

"Fly," said a conforting voice from behind the
Martian. "Fly, you're hallucinating."

"I knew that,"” |I told her as the Martian faded from
view "I knewit all along."

A qui ck check of the cabin gave a head count of (1)
nmysel f, (2) Arlene, (3) no Martians. | checked again to
make sure. Yep, just two humans. No nmonsters. No
Martians. Not nuch air. Definitely not enough air.
"We've got to land this quickly," | said.

"Un... if it's all the sane to you, Fly, | can wait
until we can land it safely."

The at nosphere got thick enough that | pulled the
cord to extend our mini-wings. Instantly, we started
buffeting li ke mad, shaking so hard | thought ny

i nnards woul d becone outards. W rolled, pitched,
yawed—triple-threat!—and it was all | could do to
hang on to the ragged edge of Arlene's conmputer-
projected glide path.

The screen displayed a series of concentric squares
that gave the illusion of flying through an infinite
successi on of square wire hoops. So long as | kept

i nside them | should go where she projected, sone-



where in North America, she said; even she wasn't

sure where.

But | kept cutting through the path, coloring out-
side the lines. | couldn't hold it! I'd yank on the stick
and physically wench us back through the wire

frames and out the other side (they turned fromred to
bl ack when | was briefly on the neatball). The best |
could do was stay within spitting distance of ny
proper course . . . and naturally, we were running too
hot, nmuch too fast. W were going to overshoot our

mar k—possi bly straight into the Pacific Ccean.

| barely hung on, abandoning retros to guide our
two-man "cruise missile" by fins, air-braking to spil
as much excess velocity as possible. The ship started

shaking. An old silver tooth filling started to ache.
Arl ene | eaned back against the seat, mnuscles in her
jaw tightening, eyes getting wider and wider. | think

she was starting to appreciate the gravity of our

si tuati on.

North America unwound beneath the wi ndow |ike

a quilt airing out on a sunny day. W were over the

M ssi ssippi, sinking lower, falling west, descending

fast. Then we entered a cloud bank. W weren't there

very | ong.

"I know where we are!" shouted Arlene, voice

starting to sound funny fromthe breathing problem I
placed it too. W'd popped out of the cloud bank

about 150 kil oneters due west of Salt Lake City. The

Bonneville salt flats were ideal for a |andi ng—a vast,
dry | ake bed, nothing to hit but dirt. Very hard dirt.
But we had a chance.

"Spill the fuel!" she screamed, right in ny ear
straining against the buffeting. At |east we were | ow
enough that we could breathe. | yanked the I ever

dunping what little JP-9 remained in the tanks.

The cabin was getting hot again, the structure of the
rocket shaking like we were in a Mxmaster, and it
was now or never. "Hold on!" | shouted, thinking

how stupid it sounded but needing to say sonething.
Arl ene screaned |ike a banshee—a nuch nore

i nsightful coment.

W canme down fast and hard, finally striking the
ground at Mach 0.5. The ship shredded on i npact,
skipping like a rock on the waters of a salt-white |ake.
Then it rolled, and Arlene's el bow jamred into ny
side so hard it knocked the breath out of ne.

End over end we tunbl ed, and ny brains, already
fried, scranbled so | didn't know dirt from sky. W
shed bits and pieces fromthe ship—enly the titanium
frame was left, but still we kept rolling.

The ship finally skidded to a stop, on its side, with
me underneath Arl ene.

For a good five mnutes, felt like five hours, we |ay
silently, dazed, wondering if we had made it or not

. waiting for the world to stop spinning.

"Are you all right?" Arlene managed to ask

"I think we're alive," | said.

The fuel was conpletely spent, which was just fine
with me. No risk of fire or explosion. Nowif we could
just get out of the thing.



Fortunately, the door on Arlene's side wasn't

jamred. In fact, it wasn't even with us anynore.
Arlene stunbled out, falling heavily with a grunt.
foll omed somewhat nore gracefully, which was a
Swi t ch,

W' d suffered no injuries, thank God; | didn't want
us to wind up sitting ducks. If aliens had taken over
Ut ah—a belief held by one of ny old nuns nmany

years before the invasi on—+hen we nust be on our
guard. Someone, or sonething, would come to find

out what had just nade a snoking hole in the salt lick
W took a monent to enjoy being alive and in one

pi ece, enjoying the dusk in Utah, breathing the best
air we'd tasted in nonths. Then we took inventory.
The food and wat er came through. But the weapons

were trashed.

"You said we couldn't do it," she teased ne.

"Never listen to a pessimst," | answered, adding,
"and the world is so full of themyou mght as well

gi ve up." She laughed as she playfully punched ny
arm nunbi ng ne.

Astoni shingly, Arlene's GPS wist |ocator was stil
wor ki ng. That was one tough piece of equipnent!

t hought maybe | shoul d buy stock in the conpany;

then I wondered whet her any conpanies still existed.
Maybe t he nonsters had done what no gover nment

was able to do: end all conmerce and starve the
survivors.

She sat cross-1egged and fiddled with the thing,
trying to get a fix on our exact position. The satellite
shoul d have responded i nmedi ately, spotting us wth-
in a neter or two.

"Cetting anything?" | asked, listening to the sym
phony of white noise comng off her arm

"Nada," she said. "I'Il bet the sat is still up there,
but the Bad Guys nust have encrypted the signal

Maybe so hunmans can't use themin conbat."

"I wish they were all as dunmb as the denons," |

sai d.

"Yeah, one spiderm nd goes a |ong way. But who

cares, Fly? W' ve beaten the odds again. W're alive,
damm t!" She ran across the sand like a kid let |oose
at the beach. Then she gestured for me to join her. |
ran over and grabbed at her. She threw me off bal ance
and | took a tunble in the sand.

"Cunsy!" she said, sounding as young as she had

when sl eepwal ki ng t hrough her waki ng ni ght mare on

Dei nps; but now was a | ot nore pleasant.

"We don't have time for this, you know," | said, but
ny heart wasn't it.

"We don't have tinme to be alive, or to breathe air.
But here we are, still in one piece. God, | didn't think
we were going to nmake it. W got down fromorbit

wi th nothing but spare parts, spit, and duct tape, and
our bare hands—hah!"

"Frankly, ny dear, | had ny doubts,” | admitted. I
couldn't help running after her. She was right. W
kept com ng through stuff that should have killed us
twenty tines over. W weren't indestructible, but I
was beginning to believe in sonething I'd al ways



hat ed: | uck.

Peopl e who acconplish nothing in their lives al-
ways attribute the success of everybody else to good
[ uck or knavery. | believe you make your own | uck
"Chance favors the prepared mnd." But in conbat,
there are too many random factors to cal cul ate.
Arlene and | were feeling cocky. W had plenty of
reason to be thankful

"l wonder what the radiation level is here," | said.
"Do we have to know?" she asked, skipping. "It

didn't look like any bonbs were going off in this
area."

"Not while we were watching," | pointed out.
"There's no reason to nuke a desert. It's already a
wast el and. "

"You nuke nilitary bases, Arlene. And don't forget
the nuclear testing that's gone on in areas like this.'
"Hurmman wars, Fly; and human preparation for

war. Besides, we don't know for certain we were
seei ng nucl ear weapons going off; they could be sone
ot her kind of weapon without fallout. Makes it easier
to take over later."

"Sonme of these beasties seemto thrive on radia-
tion."

She stopped playing in the sand and sat down. She
didn't say anything at first, as she poured sand out of
her right boot, but then had an answer for ne as she
began unl acing her left one: "The radiation | evels on
the base weren't healthy for humans, but they weren't
anywhere near what you'd get froma full-scale nucle-
ar exchange."

The lady had a point. "You're probably right. You

can thank nme for going to such lengths to bring us
down in this location."”

"Ha," she said. "Pure luck. You brought us down

where you coul d. "

"Skill and perseverance, dear |ady. One of these

days, I'1l explain my theory of luck to you."

-

For the monent, | was glad to join her

sitting in the sandbox. | ignored the little voice in the
back of ny head that worked overtine to keep us

alive. It said we didn't have a nonment to waste; the
nmonsters of doom coul d be upon us any second,

burning away our little victory faster than the setting
sun.

Cones a tinme when you have to say the hell with it,

if only for a monent. Arlene and | had recently faced
the worst thing anyone can face, worse than the
nmonsters or dying in space. W knew what it meant to

| ose your sanity . . . and cone back to yourself again.
Arlene started whistling "Mlly Mlone." She'd

pi cked one of the few songs to which | knew the

words. | sang along. Al that was missing was a bottle
of Tullamore Dew, the world's finest sipping whiskey.
As it was, our duet seemed to transformthe | engthen-

i ng shadows of dusk in Utah into the cool gl ades of
Ireland. | wondered if doom had cone there. Wre

there denons in Dublin? Did the nen there see little
green | eprechauns instead of Martians in their no-



ment of nmadness? | wondered about the whole world,

and it was too nmuch for ne.

Ri ght now the world was a stretch of desert in Utah.
What we could do for ourselves, for the human race

for the world, would be determi ned here, as it had

been on Deinos, and before that, Phobos. W'd take

it one world at a tine.

| lay back happily for a few noments, watching the
stars wink into existence in the darkening sky.

As night fell, we spotted a glow, due east. That was
the way to bet—Salt Lake Cty, | guessed. W gath-

ered toget her what had survived the crash and fol -
lowed the light. W took a break at nine P.M, another
at mdni ght.

"How | ong do you think this is going to take?" she
asked.

"Not sure, but I'mglad we brought the provisions."

The bag survived the crash just as nicely as we did. W
had water. We had biscuits and granola bars. W had
flashlights (which we wisely didn't use). But | sure as
hel | wi shed we had sone weapons, other than one

puny knife in the provisions bag.

We trekked at night and slept by day. Hell, | saw

Lawr ence of Arabia. After Phobos and Dei nbs and

nearly splattering ourselves over old terra firma, after

all we'd survived, 1'd be dammed if we were going to
cash in our chips here. Hell, we could go to Nevada to
do that!

The water held out better than the food. W hud-

dl ed together in the cold during the day, when we
slept. W could have made a fire, but no point giving
away our |location with unnecessary light. And there
was one thing about the situation creepy enough to
encour age caution, even though we hadn't run into
any trouble yet.

Arlene was the first to notice it: "Fly, there are no
sounds. "

"What do you nean?" | asked. W crunched al ong

in the night, heading toward a gl ow t hat seened
barely bigger than it was three days ago.

"The night creatures. No ow s . "

"Are there owls in the desert?"

"I don't know, nmaybe not. But there should be

somet hing. No bugs. No lizards. No nothin'."

| thought about it. "If we've seen the coll apse of
civilization, you' d expect wild dogs."

"There's no coyotes. Nothing. Even out here, there
ought to be sonething. Unless everything was killed
by the weapons. "

"No, that can't be right. W'd be puking up our guts
by now from poi son or radiation. That |ight suggests

somebody's still in business.”

"I hope so," she said. "So you think that's Salt Lake
Gty."

"Shoul d be. "

"Salt Lake City, U ah?"

"Unless it's wintering in Florida."

She was silent for a hundred paces; then she cleared
her throat. "Fly, | have to confess sonething to you.
Again."



"Anytinme. "

"I sort of have a problemw th the Mrnon

Church," she said.

Maki ng out her face in the dimlight wasn't easy.
wi shed we had a full noon instead of the sliver
hangi ng over us like a scythe. "You were a Mrnon?"
| asked.

"No. But mny brother was, briefly."

"You bl ame the church for ... for whatever hap-
pened?"

She shook her head. "No, | guess not. He had

probl ems before he joined the Church; had probl ens
when he left."”

"Do you think he mght be here?" | asked.

"Nah. W lived in North Hollywod. He left for

Ut ah when he becane a Mornon; but after he left the

Church, | don't know what becanme of him | don't
care if | ever see himagain."

"Il never bring it up,” | said.

"There's another reason I'mtelling you this," she
went on. "I becane obsessed with Mrnonismwhile
he was with them | read books by them and agai nst
them | even read the Book of Mornon."

"Maybe that could conme in useful,"” | suggested

"I doubt it. It just nakes nme nore prejudiced.

Look, Fly, if we find living human beings at the end of
this, we nust stand with themand fight with them
I"mpromising you right now | won't discuss religion
with any of those patriarchal..."

She paused | ong enough for me to jump in: "I get

the picture.”

"Do you have any opinions abut thenP" she asked,
quite fairly.

"Well, | read an article about them having a strong
survivalist streak; that they stockpile a year's supply
of food and stuff like that. You'll get a kick out of thisl!
When | visited L. A once, | took in the sights:

Di sneyl and, the La Brea Tar Pits, Paranmount studi os,
t he Acker Mansion, and | even found time to go into
their big tenple at the end of Overland Avenue.
There's an angel up top with a trunpet; | mnistakenly
called himCGabriel."

"They rmust have loved that; it's the Ange

Moroni . "

"Well, now I know "

"Heh. | used to drop the i off that name when | used
it."

| took a deep breath. "Arlene, 1'mgoing to hold you
to that promise not to talk theology with them"
"Scout's honor," she said.

"Were you ever a Scout ?"

She didn't answer again.

W kept the flashlights off; the gl ow on the horizon
was the only illumnation | wanted in that desert. It
was easy to follow the direction at night. W nade
sure that we didn't waste opportunities.

"You're burning night-light," Arlene would say

when it was her turn to wake me up. Then she'd

sni cker, Sonething anused her, but she didn't let ne
inonit.



Turned out that we ran out of food, but we had

nore water than we needed. It took us five days to get
to Salt Lake City, the center of what once had been
the Mormon world. And by God, it still was!

W lay on our bellies in some brush, shielding out
eyes fromthe sun, |eaning against a side-panel ed
truck.

"They're people!" nmarvel ed Arl ene as we watched
hundreds of nmen on the streets in the early dawn.
They relieved other nen who' d obvi ously been doi ng
the night shift.

"Where do you think the wonen are?" | whispered
"Home, m nding the kids. Mrnmons are so damed
patriarchal ."

"Arlene . . ."

W were in a good spot to see plenty, behind a
wrecked truck on a rise. As the sun crawl ed up the
sky, shafts of light cane through the broken w ndows
like | aser beams, one blinding nme for a second. W
positioned ourselves to see nore. There was plenty to
see.

The streets of this garrison town had over a thou-
sand men with guns, and to ny surprise | made out a
few wonen and teenage girls toting heavy artillery.
Arl ene gave nme one of her funny | ooks.

| didn't make her take back anything she'd said,;

when a society is threatened, it will do what it nust or
go down fast.

"You don't think they might be working with the

al i ens?" asked ny buddy. | had the sane thought. But
they didn't act zonmbified, and we'd | earned that the
nmonsters preferred human | ackeys in that condition
The spiderm nd had made only one exception when it
needed know edge in the human brain of poor Bil

Ri tch.

W had to make contact with these people, but I
preferred doing it in a way that wouldn't get us shot.
VWhile | was formulating a plan, Arlene tapped nme on

t he shoul der.

| turned and found nyself staring down both bar-

rels of a twel ve-gauge duck gun. It had gorgeous,
inlaid detail work running all seventy-five centineters
of the stock and barrel. . . and it was attached to a
beefy hand connected to a |l arge body with a grinning,
boyi sh face topping it off. Twenty-two, twenty-three,
t ops.

"How do?" said the man. Hi s buddy was a | ot

thinner, and he held an old Ruger Mni-14 pointed at
Arl ene.

He caught ny expression and grinned at me as if he
could read ny mind. Here was proof positive we were
faci ng honest-to-God, living humans: they had pride
in a good weapon.

"Hi," | said, noving ny eyes fromnman to man.

"Good norning," said Arlene

"Hey," said the other man by way of greeting,
noticing how ny eyes kept drifting to his piece. "Took
me quite a while to get one of these," he said
conversational ly.

"Beautiful weapon," | said, noticing that the beefy



guy was still calm

The thin one nodded and said, "They are conpact,
easy handling, fast shooting and hard hitting." He
paused, then added: "Don't you agree?"

Thunk. The penny dropped. They were testing us!

"Ch, yes," said Arlene, junping in. The thin guy

| ooked at her a little funny and waited for me to say
sormet hi ng.

"One of my favorite weapons,” | said. "Hardly any

kick. Not l|ike the bigger calibers.”

Finally the big guy spoke again: "Jerry, these people
don't want a lecture.”

Jerry squinted at him "They're mlitary. Look at
their clothes.” W weren't asked to confirm or deny
anyt hi ng, so we kept our nouths shut. Jerry had
plenty of words left in him "They're interested in a
good weapon. Aren't you?"

He | ooked straight at ne and | answered right away:

"I sure am especially that one you've got."

Jerry smled and went on: "Albert gets tired of
hearing ne go on about what a good nodel this is.
They were even reasonably priced until they were
out | awed. "

"Not a problemnow," said Arlene. "I'msure

there's plenty of squashed zonbi es you can take one
off'n."

Whenever she spoke, the nmen seened a bit uncom
fortable. | had the inpression she was getting off

on it.

Arl ene | ooked over at ne and wi nked. We'd fought
enough battles to read each other's expressions and
body | anguage. Her expression told ne that things
were | ooking up as far as she was concerned, but she
couldn't resist getting in the act: "I like an M14," she
sai d.

Jesus, it was |like going shooting with Gunnery
Sergeant CGoforth and his redneck buddi es!

The nmen started to warmto her a little. "Cood

choice for a mlitary gal," said Albert. W all just kind
of stood there for a nmonent, smiling at each other
and then Al bert broke the ice by changi ng the subject.
He asked, in the sane friendly tone of voice: "You
woul dn't happen to be in | eague with those mnisters
of Satan invadi ng our worl d?"

"W were wondering the sanme thing about you,"

said Arlene. | gave her a dirty | ook for that.

The beefy kid with the doubl e-barrel ed duck gun
chuckled. "Don't mnd her saying that, mster. It
shows a proper godly attitude. | hope you both check
out; I like you. W talk the sane | anguage. But we
can't take any chances."

They searched us both thoroughly, found the

knife, and inpounded it. We were weaponless. In a

way, | was glad. These guys weren't acting |like ama-
teurs . . . which nmeant they had a chance agai nst the
i nvaders.

"Ckay," said the man with the bird gun, "we'll take
you to the President of the Council of Twelve."
Arl ene grimaced, which told nme she knew what he
was tal ki ng about; but she kept her prom se. Not a



word canme out of her about the religious stuff. The
title sounded i npressive enough to tell me that the
Church of Jesus Christ of the Latter-Day Saints was
still in business big-tine.

Maybe she was right, and they were a cult; but |
don't know any difference between a cult and a
religion except as a popularity contest. They had
survived, and we needed allies against the nonsters.
| knew one nore thing about the Mrnons that |

hadn't mentioned to Arlene during our little chat in
the desert. Afriend | trusted with Washi ngton con-
nections told me that a good part of Mrnon self-
reliance was to really prepare for every eventuality.
After their tunultuous history, extreme caution was
under st andabl e. Result: there were a | ot of Mornons
in the governnent ... in the FBlI, in the various
services, in the CIA even in NASA. God hel p anyone
who tried to play Hitler with the Mirnons as the
Jews! The Mornons shoul d be ideal allies against a
[iteral dempnic invasion

Arlene and | would find out soon enough

8

As we were |led through the streets of SLC,

al l owed nmyself to hope that Arlene and |I had | ucked
out by landing here. If | were still a praying man, 1'd
burn candl es and say a few Ave Marias that we
wouldn't find a spidermind sitting in the Mornon
Tabernacle . . . which [ooned closer and cl oser, obvi-
ously our destination.

The people in the street gave us a wide berth as we
passed, but they didn't act unfriendl y—ust cautious.
No one acted like an idiot. | hoped it stayed that way.
Suddenly, a man on a big notorcycle roared over to
us and stopped a few inches away, kicking up dust. He
wore a business suit. "Hey, Jerry," he said.

"Hey, Nate," said Jerry. "Folks, this is nmy brother
Nate. 1'd introduce you, but | don't know your
names, "

"Now, Jerry," said Al bert, "you know better than
that. The President of the Twelve hasn't intervi ewed
themyet. They should give their names to him"
"Sorry."

"Sounds |ike they know your names al ready," said

the man on the cycle, taking off his helmet. These
guys were tw ns.

Al t hough Arl ene kept her prom se about not dis-
cussing theol ogical matters, she leapt into any other
waters that gurgled up around us. "That's a bad

machi ne, " she said.

Nate proved to be his brother's brother: "You like
thi s?" he asked with a big grin.

"They have good taste in guns,"” said Jerry, spurring
t hem on. Al bert groaned.

Nate was on a roll: "BMWParis-Dakar, 1000

cc's ..." He and Arlene went on about the bike for a
few m nut es.

Part of ne wanted to strangle the girl; but another
part appreciated what she was doing. Putting the
other guys at their ease is a critical strategy. There
were a lot nore men in the street than wonen, but our



capt or s-host s?—emai ned respectful and polite in
Arlene's presence. A very civilized society.

" and the gl ove conpartment can hold five
grenades!" announced Nate, topping off his presenta-
tion.

"That does it," said Albert. "If these nice people
are spies, why don't you just give them m neo-
graphed reports?"

In the short time we'd been prisoners, 1'd | earned
that there was no genuine mlitary discipline here. |
had m xed feelings about this. The good thing was
that | couldn't believe these casual people had been
co-opted by the invaders. They still talked and acted
like free nmen. Very | oquaci ous free nen!

As far as getting their president to cooperate with
us, it could go either way. In the land of the civilians,

the Marine is king ... or a fall guy. | was inpatient to
find out which.
"Ch, | alnost forgot," said Nate. "I have a message

for you. The President hasn't returned yet."

"You should have told us that right off," said Al bert
peevishly. "We'll take themto Hol ding."

W entered the Tabernacle. It was nice and cool

with a fresh wood snell that was cl ean and bracing.
The floors were highly polished. You wouldn't notice
anything different fromthe world I'd left on a court-
martial charge that now seened to belong to a differ-
ent universe.

Arl ene wasn't the only one with a |lot of reading

under her belt. | didn't know a whol e [ ot about the
Mor nons, al though | knew a bit nmore than | told
her—but 1'd read the Bible all the way through

enough to recogni ze things the Mrnons took for
inspiration fromwhat they accepted as the earlier
Reveal ed Wrd

In addition, the nuns taught a little about conpara-
tive religion, probably so we'd be better nissionaries.
I remenbered that God was supposed to have given

Mbses directions for the construction of the Taberna-
cle. The structure was to be a house constructed of a
series of boards of a special wood, overlaid with gold,
set on end into sockets of silver. In other words, it
wasn't Saint Pete's, but it was no Al abama revival tent
either. The Mrnons adapted the idea for a perna-

nent standing structure.

Ri ght outside the Tabernacle were sone nore con-
ventional office buildings. W entered one, and were
led into an office by Albert. "I'Il bring you sonething
to eat and drink," he said. | was hungry and thirsty
enough to settle for bread and water. A minute |ater
Al bert returned with bread and water, then left us

al one.

"Dam, " | said; "I was hoping for a nore spl endor-

ous galley."

| wal ked over to a small table, and picked up the
sol e object on it: the Book of Mrnon: Another
Testanment of Jesus Christ. | felt puckish and deci ded
to tease Arlene a bit. | thought she'd pushed the
envel ope too much, encouraging the nore tal kative of
our captors.



"Bet you can't remenber all the books in here,
Arlene."

She gave ne that | ook of hers. "WII you bet ne the
next decent weapon we find?"

"Deal," | said.

"Ckay," she replied, and rattled themoff: "First
and Second Books of Nephi, Jacob, Enos, Jarom

Omi, the Wrds of Mrnon, Book of Mdsiah, Al na,

Hel aman, Third and Fourth Nephi, Book of Mornon,

Et her, Moroni. You're not getting out of this, Fly. | get
first pick on the next piece!"

"Dam!" | said, thoroughly inpressed.

"Wat ch what you say near a holy place.™

"Don't worry about it," cane a third voice. Al bert
had rej oi ned us wi thout knocking.

"Don't you knock?" asked Arl ene.

"As soon as you're no longer prisoners," he said,

cl osing the door behind him "I just wanted you to
know that | don't think you' re spies for the denons."
"We call themaliens,"” |I said. The nedieval term -
nol ogy didn't bother ne when Arlene and | were using
it to distinguish the different kinds of monsters. It
seened very different when talking to a deeply reli -
gi ous perseon. These things from space could be
killed. They were created by scientific neans. In no
way should they be confused with imortal spirits
agai nst which all the firepower in the gal axy woul d
mean not hi ng.

"I understand," said Al bert. "Wuld you nind

telling me who you are and how you came to be

her e?"

"Wn't the President ask us that?" | asked.

"Yes."

"Then why should we tell you?" asked Arlene.
"Because | don't have to be as cautious, and I'ma
fellow soldier."

"So you should tell us about yourself,"” | said.

“In time. You don't have to tell me anything either
but you should consider it."

"Well," | said, thinking on ny feet, "if we talk to
one Mornon, we should probably talk to the | eader."
Al bert laughed. "We're not all Mornons here," he
said. "Just nost of us."

"Ch?" | said, unconvinced.

"Uh, | am" he cautioned. "Think about it. We're
fighting the common eneny of mankind. W don't

care if you're Mornons. W care that you can be
trusted.”

"Makes sense,"” admtted Arlene in a tone of voice

so natural that | realized she'd been subtly nocki ng
t hem before

"I"'mof the Church," continued Al bert, "but Jerry
and Nate are Jehovah's Wtnesses."

"I thought they didn't fight," said Arlene,

surpri sed.

"They are not pacifists, but neither are they of the
Latter-Day Dispensations,"” he said as warning bells
went off in my head. | prayed | could count on
Arlene's promise to keep her trap shut . . . but she
pressed her lips pretty tight.



"Latter-day what?"

Al bert was nore succinct than his friends: "They
believe all the world's governnents are works of the
devil. They won't fight their fellow nan at the com
mand of a state. But they can fight unhuman nonsters
until Judgrment Day."

"I get it," |I said. "Draft protesters in Wrld War
Two—

"But volunteers for this,"” A bert finished.

"What do you nean by, uh, 'dispensation' ?"

He | aughed. Apparently we'd fallen into the hands

of someone | acking in mssionary zeal, for which

was grateful. "The United States Constitution was
ordai ned by God. That's why we didn't like seeing it
subverted. W never know if a governnental person is
good or bad until we see where his loyalty lies. But
you two nade a wonderful inpression on the Wt-
nesses; | think you'll do fine with the President. If you
change your m nd about chatting with ne, you will

find me easily enough.” He left us with the pronise
we woul d see the President soon.

Three hours later we were led to the office of the
Presi dent of the Twelve. A clean-shaven, elderly nman
with pure white hair, a dark tan, and a tailored suit
got up from behind a wal nut desk and rested his

hands on his blotter. He kept his distance. He had a
judge's face, carved in stone. If we were assassins, he
was giving us a clear shot at him But Al bert and Jerry
continued to baby-sit, fingers on triggers.

Mexi can standoff. He sized us up. We did the sane

to him He remi nded me of a senior colonel in the
Corps, a man used to giving orders.

Finally, he coughed. "I'mthe President here," he

sai d.

"You nmake it sound |ike President of the United
States," | said.

He didn't seemto mnd. "Mght as well be," he

sai d, "under the circunstances. Wio are you?"

W gave him nane, rank, and serial nunber. Being

a gentleman, | let Arlene go first. Then he asked the
sixty-four-trillion-dollar question: "Howis it you
cone to be here?"

Arl ene |l aughed and |l et himhave it: "Fly, here—
that's his nicknane—Fly and | singl e-handedly

ki cked the spit out of the entire Deinos division of
the alien denons. They noved the Martian noon

into orbit around Earth, but we cleaned their clocks."
The | eader of the Mdrnons said, "This is a tine for

m ghty warriors. W have many prophecies to this
effect. In the Book of Alma there is a verse that | find
i ndi spensabl e for noral e:

"Behold, | amin nmy anger, and al so ny peopl e;

ye have sought to rnuder us, and we have only

sought to defend ourselves."

He sm | ed, pausing before continuing.

"But behold, if ye seek to destroy us nmore we wll
seek to destroy you; yea, and we will seek our

| and, the land of our first inheritance."”

"Those words were spoken by Moroni. W nust

gird our loins for battle against the ultinmate eneny. At



such times as this even wonen nust be used in a

manner unnatural to them Do you know how rnuch
Delta-Vis required to nove a nobon, even one as

smal | as Dei nbs? Way should | believe you?"

I blinked, nonplussed by the change in subject.

@ ancing quickly at Arlene, | saw she was controlling
her reaction to the "unnatural" crack, her face inpas-
sive. Good girl!

"We, ah, fight the sane eneny," | said.

"This is what you purport. You also claimto have
hopped out of orbit and | anded on your feet. Pray that
we may prove both to our satisfaction. Until such

time, we nust be careful. If what you say is true, you
will be able to denobnstrate this to us on a nission
Only then, if you earn our trust, will you"-he

pointedly stared at nme, ignoring Arlene—be all owed
access to our special wi sdom The audience is over
and good luck to you."

| worried that Arlene m ght say something stupid
when | saw her nouth open and the danger sign of her
eyebrows rising faster than any rocket. Hell, | was
worried about nyself. But we were ushered out of
there without any disasters.

"As far as |I'mconcerned," said Al bert, |eading us
back to our room acconpani ed by Jerry, "you just
flunked spy school . "

" Huh?"

"I don't imagine a spy would concoct so ridicul ous
a story and annoy the President so thoroughly."

| said nothing; privately, | thought that was exactly
what a spy might do. It worked, didn't it?
W felt tension leaking fromthe corridor, like air

escapi ng fromthe dome on Deinbps. At |east the

Presi dent was taking some kind of chance on us. He

didn't realize how big a chance he'd taken talking that
way to Arlene.

"W belong to the brotherhood of man," Al bert

said. "If you think you have probl enms now, just wait

until peopl e begin believing your story. Then we'll

start treating you like angels!"
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| guess they believed our story, sonewhat at

least. Fly and | were left alone at |ast when that rugged
stalwart, Al bert Whatever, scurried off on some er-
rand.

Fly gestured me close. "W really should report in,
he whi spered in ny ear.

"Report in? To whon?" A good question. If the
country were as devastated as we'd been led to

beli eve, there wasn't much of a mlitary conmand
structure left to report to anybody.

If. . . | saw at once where Fly was com ng from
"How much do we really know about these guys?"
asked Fly, confirmng nmy cognition. "Wose side are
t hey on?"

"You'd have a hard tine persuading nme they're
denon-1 overs," | said.

"All right . . . maybe. They're patriots. But are they
ri ght?"

Wasn't much | could say to that. Fly had a point.



as patriotic and pro-hunman as these Mrnons m ght

be, they still mght be wong about the extent of the
col l apse. "You're saying they could be del uded by

t heir apocal yptic religion."

He rai sed his brows. "Mrnons aren't apocal yptic,
Arlene. | think you' re confusing themw th certain
branches of Christianity. I"'monly saying that they're
pretty cut off frominformation . . . the whol e govern-
ment mght ook like it's collapsed fromthis view
poi nt; but maybe if we contacted sonebody some-

where el se, in the Pentagon or at |east an actua
Marine Corps base, maybe we'd get a different pic-
ture.”

"Al'l right. Who, then?"

"Chain of command, Arlene. Who do you think we

shoul d contact ?"

' m al ways forgetting about the ommi present chain.
Usually, all | see are enlisted guys |like nme, maybe one
C. O —¥éens, in our case. |'mnot used to thinking

of the Great Chain of Being rising above ny head al
the way up to the CGin-C, the President of the United
States. Guess that's why Fly makes the bi g bucks (heh)
as a noncom while I'mjust a grunt.

"Um Major Boyd, | guess. O the great-grandboss,

Col onel Karapetian."

"Hm. . . I"'mbetting this is a bit above mlord
Boyd's head. | think we should take this up with God
Hi msel f: the col onel . "

"I agree conpletely. Got the phone nunber?"

"Yeah, well, that's the next problem Surely in a
facility this size, there has to be a radio room somne-
where, wouldn't you think?"

W did a lot of thinking over the next hour; we al so
did a lot of quiet, careful questioning, staying away
fromthose obviously "under arms," questioning the

| ess suspicious civilians instead. But what we nostly
did was a lot of walking. My dogs were barking |ike
Dober mans | ong before we found anythi ng radi o-
roomni i ke

The "compound"” actually conprised a whol e series

of buildings, different clunmps far away, and incl uded
a large portion of downtown Salt Lake City. There
were ot her buildings and residences all around, of
course; SLCis big. Wll not conpared to nmy old

honet own of L.A., of course, but you get the idea.
"The conpound"” m ght include two buil di ngs and

not include the building in between them it wasn't
def i ned geographically.

However, we quickly discovered we were restricted

to a small, two-block radius surroundi ng the Taberna-
cle. An electrified fence cut that central core off from
the rest of the facility (and the rest of the city); guards
patrolled the fence like a nilitary base; there were
even suspicious pillboxes with tiny bits of what m ght
have been the barrels of crew served weapons poki ng
out, and piles of canouflaged tarps that m ght concea
tanks or Bradleys. And the guards were as tight about
controlling what left the core as they were about what
ent er ed.

| saw a lunp that | ooked suspiciously like an



M2/ A-2 tank, state of the art; | turned to point it
out to Fly, but he was busy staring at the tall office
buil ding at our backs. "Wat's that up top of that sky-
scraper?" he asked.

"Skyscraper? You've lived in too many small towns,

Fl y- boy. "

"Yeah, yeah. What's up top there? That neta
t hi ng?"

"Un... a TV aerial."

"Are you sure? Look again."

| stared, squinting to clear up nmy mld astigmatism
"Huh, | see what you nean. It could be, but |I'm not
sure. You think it's a radi o antenna, right?"

"I don't know what they're supposed to | ook |like

when they're stationary, only what they |ook like on
the box we carry with us."

"Well, you have an urgent appointnment, Fly? Let's
check it out."

"Sure hope they have a working el evator," he said,
surprising me; | thought after our experiences on

Dei nbs, he'd never want to | ook at another |ift again.
There was an arned guard at the front entrance of

the buil ding, which was a nmere fifteen stories tall.
hardly a "skyscraper." The rear entrance was barri -
caded. The guard unshi pped the Sig-Cow rifle he
carried. "Ayren't you the two unbelievers who claim

t hey stopped the aliens cold on Dei nos?"

"That's we," | said, "Unbelievers 'R Us."

Fl'y hushed ne. He always clainms | make things

worse in any confrontational situation, but | just
don't see it.

"The President sent us on an inspection tour," said
Fly with the sort of easy, confident lying | admred so
much but could never pull off. "Supposed to 'faml -
iarize' ourselves with your SOPs." He rolled his eyes;
you could hear the quotation marks around famli ar-
ize. "As if we haven't had enough military procedures
for alifetine!"

The guard shook his head, instantly synpathetic.
"Ain't it the truth? Few weeks ago, you know what |
was? | was a cook at the Elephant Gill, you know, up
at Third? So what do they nake nme when the war

breaks out? A sentry!"

"You know this building well?"

"Well, | should! My fiancee worked here. Before the
war . "

"Look, can you come along with us, show us the

pl ace? | come froma small town, and we don't have
buil dings this size. You're not stuck as the only guard,
are you?" There were no other guards in sight; I'm
sure Fly noticed that as well as |

"'Fraid so, Corporal."

"Fly. Fly Taggart."

"I"'mafraid so, Fly. | can't |eave. Look, you can't get
lost. It's just a big, tall square. See the Tabernacle
there? Anytine you get lost, just walk to the w ndows
and wal k around until you see the Tabernacle. You
can't mss it."

"You sure it'll be okay?"

"You can't miss it. No probleno."



"Look, if | get in trouble, is there a phone | can cal
down here on?"

"Sure, use the black phone near the elevator, the

one with no buttons. Just pick it up; it'll ring here.™
"Thanks. This way? The el evators over here?"

The hel pful sentry showed us how to get to the

el evators. They were actually behind some partitions;
we m ght not have found them ... for several mn-

ut es.

W clinbed aboard, and Fly said in a normal

speaki ng voice, "Don't trust these elevators. My as
wel |l start at the top and wal k down, floor by floor,
fam liarizing ourselves with the procedures. Then we
can report back to the President and tell himwhere
we'd do the nost good."

To ne, he used hand signals: Start top; find radio;

br oadcast report.

The antenna was atop the roof, of course; but that
didn't nean that's where the radi o roomwoul d be.

W wandered around every floor, trying to | ook
official. Early on, | found a clipboard hangi ng on a peg
in the rooftop janitor's shed, where they kept all the
wi ndow washing stuff. Fly took the clipboard and

made a point of officiously witing down reports on
everybody in every office, with me trailing al ong

behi nd | ooki ng like his assistant.

It worked; people tensed up, stopped talking,

worked diligently, and not a one confronted us to ask
us who the hell we were. It helped that Fly had been

i nventory control officer for a few nonths. He stirred
them up and nade them sweat .

Finally, twelve floors down fromthe top, we found

t he dammed radio room Two operators, both civil-
ians. One had a pistol; we were unarnmed, of course.
Fly strode in |ike Gunnery Sergeant Goforth on the

i nspection warpath. "On your feet," he barked; the
startled operators stared for a second, then leapt to
their feet and stood at a bad inmitation of attention
"Classified nessage traffic fromthe President,"” he
snarled. "Take a hike."

"Sir, we're not supposed to—

"Sir? Do you see these?" He angrily pointed at his

stripes. "Do | look Iike a God-damed pansy-wai st

gut - sucki ng ass-kissing four-eyed col |l ege-boy officer to
you?"

"No sir! No—ah—=

Fly |l eaned close, playing drill instructor. "Try

COR- POR- AL, boy. Next tinme you open that hol e of
yours, first word out better be Corporal Taggart."
"C-C Corporal Taggart, sir! | mean, Corporal
Taggart, we're not supposed to |eave."

"Did you hear what type of nessage traffic | said
this was?"

"Classified? Sir—orporal!—we're fully cleared
for all levels of classification."

"Do |I know that, boy? You got sone paper you can
show nme?"

"No, not on ne."

"Then take a hi ke, dickhead. Go back and get
something fromyour CO W'Ill wait right here.”



The man dithered, |ooking back and forth at the

door, the equipnent, and his partner, a small, frail-

| ooki ng man who poi ntedly | ooked away, saying No,

way, bud, this is your call. "All right. You won't touch
anything while I'mgone, will you?"

"Scout's honor," sneered Fly. Was he ever a Boy
Scout? | couldn't renenber.
The man slid sideways past Fly and al nost backed

into ne. | glared daggers at himand he split. After a
coupl e of seconds Fly turned to the nousy conpan-

ion. "What're you still doing here? Get after your
partner!"

Meekly, the man turned and darted out of the

room

"Fly, what's going to happen when they get across
the street and find out there's no nessage traffic from
the President?"

"Well, we'd better hurry, A S., so we're done before
t hey get back!"

Fortunately, they'd left the equi pment on, because
had no idea how to turn it on. It was some new,

ul tramodern civilian stuff |1'd never seen before.
found a keypad next to a small LED display. At the
monent, it showed the frequency for Guard channel
pl us anot her freak above that.

| tapped at the keypad; they hadn't |ocked it out,
thank God. | typed the freak for North Marine Corps
Air Base, office of the SubC ncMarsCom Col one
Ceorge Karapetian. It was no great trick remenber-
ing it; | was the radioman for Mjor Boyd when we
were stationed on Deinos on TDS to the Navy.

| wandered all over the band fromone side to the
other, looking for the carrier. Finally, | found it; it
was weak and intermttent, as if the repeaters were
bl own and I was picking up the source itself. But I
boosted the gain, and we were able to pick out the
words from behind the snow

| engaged the standard CD encrypter, digitally
adding the signal to a CD of random noi se from
background radi ati on; they had an identical disk at
Nort h—+f we were lucky, they'd figure out that the
signal was scranmbled and pull their encryption on-
['ine.

"Corporal Fly Taggart, commandi ng officer of Fox
Conpany, Fourth Battalion, 223rd Light Drop Divi-
sion, to SubC ncMarsCom cone in, Col onel

Kar apeti an. "

Fl'y broadcast the nmessage over and over, and

started to get nervous . . . both about the time and
about the lack of response. Finally, a voice sputtered
intolife on the line. | recognized it; it was the col one

hi nsel f, not some enlisted puke.

"Fox, connect nme to Lieutenant Wens. Fourth
Battalion, over."

"Fourth Battalion, Weens is dead; | amin com
mand of Fox."

"Who is this?"

"Corporal Taggart, sir."

"Corporal, give me a full report. Over."

Fl'y gave the col onel the verbal cook's tour of



everything that had happened to us in the past few
weeks. Wien he finished, Karapetian was quiet for so
long, | thought we'd lost the carrier

"l understand," he said. "Now where the hell are

you? Can you get back here, |ike yesterday?"

"W're at a resistance center in Salt Lake City," Fly
sai d. Suddenly, | got an uneasy feeling in ny stomach;
shoul d we be spilling this rmuch intel, even to the sub-
Commander in Chief of the Mars Conmand?

"Use rail transport," ordered Karapetian. "Get

your butts to Pendleton as fast as you can. W' ve got
to talk face-to-face about this. Got that, Corporal ?"
"Aye, sir."

"Good. Then I'Il expect you tomorrow at—-

Wth a loud thunk, the entire systemdied. Al the
dials, all the diodes, all the cool flashing lights.

| 1 ooked over ny shoul der; Al bert towered over us,
his face set in a mask of concrete. On one side stood
our friendly guard fromthe entrance; on the other
was the radio tech Fly had bullied, holding a renote-
control power switch in his hands.

| gasped; framed in the light, Al bert |ooked |like he
had a hal o.

"I"'mafraid you're going to have to come with ne,"

Al bert said.

"Where?" | asked.

"To the President. Only he can decide cases of high
treason agai nst the Arny of God and Man United."
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Wth a heavy heart, | brought our two ms-

creant warriors to the President of the Twelve. | tried
to keep angry thoughts fromny mnd; judgment and
vengeance are the Lord's prerogatives, not ours.
Besides, | genuinely liked Fly Taggart, and | even
believed his wild story about fighting the alien de-
nons on Phobos and Deimbs. And M ss Sanders,

now .

No, that's wong. | had no right; | didn't even know
her .

| brought theminto the chanber of justice to find
the President and his mast already seated. He wore a
suit; | sighed a hearty prayer of thanksgiving to the
Lord that this was to be mast, not a court-nartial; the
Presi dent would have worn his robe for the latter.
"Sit," | commanded, putting a heavy hand on each
prisoner's shoul der and pushing himinto the waiting
chair.

"Who speaks for the outsiders?" asked Bi shop

Wlston. He was a stickler for legalities.

"They can speak for thenselves," said the Presi-

dent, "this isn't a formal trial. |I just want to find out
what the devil happened—and to find out whether

the devil hinself was responsible.”

"Or just the inp of stupidity,” | said. The President
glared at ne; but | |earned ny manners under his
predecessor, who would listen to even the youngest
child with a mind to speak. This new fell ow was from
out of state and a personal nmentor of our old Presi-
dent, may he rest in peace.

"You're rude," said the President, "but you may be



right. Corporal Taggart, as the responsible NCO what
on Earth possessed you to start broadcasting all over
t he gl obe fromour radio roonP"

"Well, um. . ." Fly looked distinctly pink. "It
seened |ike a good idea at the tine."

"Why are you so flipping surprised?" demanded

t he woman. "Wy shouldn't we report to our C.O?

We just got back froma mission. What the hell did
you expect ?"

For a nonent | thought the President was going to
burst a bl ood vessel. W all turned in annoyance to
Fly; couldn't he control his woman? H s team

nmenber ?

He was not a stupid man; he spoke up quickly:

"Arlene is tired, upset—you know how woren get."

Now it was Arlene's turn to turn angry-red, opening
and cl osing her mouth |ike she wanted to say sone-

t hi ng devastating but couldn't even find the words.
W sely, she pressed her lips together and said nothing.
A soft answer turneth away wath, says the proverb

or again, Even a fool, when he holdeth his peace, is
counted wi se. The President was nollified and chose
to take the question seriously.

"M ss Sanders—

"Private Sanders, if you will," she said, voice
betrayi ng the seething enption within. Her red hair
flamed |i ke a burning house, setting off her green eyes.
"Private Sanders, the 'why' is because the entire
mlitary structure of the erstwhile United States, from
top to bottom has been co-opted by the denons. Qur
former governnment has capitulated . . , they surren-
dered, to put it bluntly, tw weeks ago."

"Ch, really! Maybe everybody but the Marines.

Senper fidel =

"Even the Marines," said the President softly. The
sudden change from|loud and angry to quiet and cold
lent himan air of authority, as was befitting. | nust
admit, the nman had the mark of divine awe; the Lord
definitely noved through the President, when he | et
Hm

"Do you two know what you' ve done?" asked the

bi shop. "Even the broadcast itself nmight have been
traced. But to actually tell the forces of darkness
where we are . . . | That passes understandi ng."
"Look, maybe | shouldn't have done that. But they
must al ready have known this was a pocket of resist-
ance. "

Don't dig yourself a deeper grave, Fly, | thought
urgently. Qutwardly, | kept ny face inpassive; no
need to draw the judges' attention to the attenpt at
bl ame- shi fting.

"But Corporal," said the President, voice at its
qui etest and nost dangerous, "they did not know that
you were here. If you still maintain that you and

your —your conrade aborted the division invading

t hrough Dei nos, don't you think you m ght have
incurred a special wath, a wath now transferred to
us? Perhaps they consider you Denonic Enemy Num

ber One. Did that cross your m nd?"

Fly remained silent. Good man. So did Arlene.



| stared at the woman; she was not at all bad-

| ooki ng, not what | would expect of a female Marine.

| had never served with one in nmy three years of active
duty service; she | ooked tough, but not |ike an Ameri -
can d adi ator.

In fact, the swell of her breasts and hips was quite
wormanl y; she woul d be a sturdy wonan, well able to

bear many children and face the rigors of |ife under

siege. | could al nbst see her standing in a doorway,
babe in arns ... or lying bare on the bed, awaiting
n’e_

OM M consci ence hammered on my head. What

are you DO NG you godless sinner! Here | was, in the
presence of the representative of Jesus Christ Hinself,
and | was nentally undressing this wonman!

Get thee behind ne, Satan: thou art an offense to

me: for thou savorest not the things that be of

God, but those that be of nen.

| concentrated on verses fromthe Bible and the

Book of Mrnon, nentally reciting themso quickly I
lost all track of the trial and M ss Sanders.

When | blinked back, Fly and Arl ene | ooked chas-
tened, hunble. They clearly repented of their foolish
act and had found their way back to friendship with
God. Pride and Arrogance were bani shed—well, for

t he monent.

The President sighed heavily. "Go and be stupid no
nore. And prepare for an attack, for surely one
arrives within an hour or two." He nodded to the

bi shop, who, as General of the Arm es of the Lord,
had primary responsibility for readyi ng our defenses.
| already knew ny station: Jerry and | manned the

di ke west of the city, along with two thousand ot her
stalwarts.

| had an idea. "M. President,"” | called. He turned
back, pausing at the door. "Sir, 1'd like to suggest that
Taggart and Sanders be assigned to the defense al ong-
side ne."

He stared at nme, and | squirnmed. "Any particul ar
reason? They've already had their chance and

botched it."

"That, sir, is the reason. Let thematone for their

nm st ake. They may have cost the lives of righteous
nmen; let them at |east stand beside those nmen and put
their own lives on the line. Let thembe at peace.”

| glanced at Fly and M ss Sanders, and was trenmen-
dously relieved to see a grateful [ook on their faces. |
was right about them stupid, naybe; but they had
honor, and they probably felt Iike children whose
rough play accidentally killed the pet dog. | sure
woul d.

The President was a hard man; but he was a just
man—el se the Lord would not have allowed himto

serve as President of the Twelve; the Father has Hi s
ways of making H s pl easure known. He shook his

head, but said, "I think you're too forgiving a man,
Al bert; but you know them better than | ever coul d.
Take them if your C. QO approves."”

The bi shop was smiling, though not in a friendly

way. "He'll approve," he prophesied.



Less than half an hour later we were at the line. |
took care to see that both Fly and M ss Sanders were
arnmed, so they would know we still extended our

trust. It was part of the healing process. And the
President's prophecy came true, albeit a little late: in
fact, it took the forces of darkness two hours to mass
and attack, not one.

Squinting into the distance, | saw first a colum of
dust at the ragged edge of vision. W watched for
several mnutes before even hearing the sound; you

can see a long, long way in the Utah desert, where ten
mles seens |ike one. The dust cane froma col um of
Bradl ey Fighting Vehicles, the sane type in which |
had trai ned as a gunner before going to sniper school
Thank the Lord they hadn't yet had time to scrounge
any M2 tanks!

As they roared up, we surprised them the antitank
batteries opened up at two klicks. In the still air, the
artillery captains had the eyes of angels; they dropped
the first | oad of ordnance directly on the advanci ng
line. The | aser spotter-scopes hel ped.

Once the troops knew they were not up agai nst

cowed, frightened refugees, they separated and ad-
vanced while evading. | took a risk, standing atop the
di ke and focusing through binoculars nounted on a
pole. It was the BATF in the vanguard, as usual

backed up by FBI shock troops. Reporting the battle
order over ny encrypted radio, | saw the gold flag of
the IRS and realized we woul d doubtl ess have to face
fl amet hrowers and chemi cal - bi ol ogi cal warfare shells.
The bastards. Regular Arny filled in the gaps and
supplied nost of the grunts—annon fodder, as we

call ed them

They brought a contingent of brownies and bapho-

nmets, but no nol ochs, praise God. Probably didn't

have any nearby. But |1'd bet ny last bullet there'd be
nol ochs and shel obs apl enty before the week was out.
There were a few of the unclean undead, but nost

of the soldiers, horribly enough, appeared to be living
allies of the demons. | hoped to spare Fly that

know edge, that our own species would willingly
cooperate in the subjugation of nmen to denons from
anot her star; but naybe it was better he find out now.
| guess he realized how wong he was . . . but it was
a horrible way to find out.

Cont act was established a quarter hour later, on the
north side of Salt Lake City. Wthin a few m nutes
battle was joined in ny quadrant as well.

Fly and Arlene acquitted thensel ves adm rably;

they were no cowards! | especially enjoyed watching
the girl in conbat, too busy and scared even to worry
whet her ny interest was righteous or sinful. She | oped
forward to the out perineter and spotted for the
nortars; nmy heart was in my throat—f they spotted
her, that beautiful body would be blown to tiny pieces
in seconds.

Bormbs and shel s expl oded left and right, but our
positions were secure; except for the occasional |ucky
shot, the evil ones hit only stragglers. But | was very
glad for ny earplugs; Fly had refused a pair, but



Arl ene took them

W threw back the initial blitzkrieg; the denobns
simply weren't prepared for that savage a | evel of
resi stance. They'd probably never encountered it be-
fore. Like the heroic Jews of the Warsaw Ghetto, who
stood up to the Nazi butchers, wi thout despair, we
forced the bastards back and back, until at |ast they
withdrew and formed a circle around our force, three
kli cks back—eut of range, they thought.

After two nore hours passed w t hout novenent,

Arlene and Fly took a chance and returned to ne.
They | ooked shaken. | wanted to put nmy arm

around Corporal Taggart, cheer himup; how could he
have known? But the gesture would not have been
appreci ated. He stepped across the dead bodi es of
righteous nen to cone to nme; he knew what he had
done, and the last soul to forgive himwould be

hi nsel f. He would probably carry guilt to his grave,
unl ess he found a mnister to unburden hinself.

| had the vague thought that he was a Catholic. |
woul d never condone such a perversion of the teach-
ings of Christ—n normal tines; but in this world,
even to call oneself a Christian is a courageous step
hoped he would find a priest and confess; otherw se,
he m ght never give hinself absol ution.

"W seened to have scored a tenporary stale-

mate, " he said, soundi ng def eat ed.

"We kicked ass!" argued Arlene.

"You're both right," | said, ever the diplomat.
"But how |l ong can we hold out?" asked Fly. "A few
days? A week? Two weeks? Eventually they'll get

rei nforcements and overrun us." He didn't add and

all because of ne, but |I could tell he thought it.
"Eventually," | agreed. "In about five or six years."
"Years? What the hell do you nean?"

| winked. "W've been preparing for this sort of war

for along time, ny friend ... we just never realized
we'd be fighting literal denons!"
"Jesus . . . who were you expecting to fight?"

The bl aspheny angered nme, but | let it slide. He

was an unbeliever and m ght not even realize what

he'd said. "Exactly who we are fighting; the forces of
Mamon. We' d hoped to avert the crisis by engaging

in the world, steering it toward the righteousness of
the Constitution ordained by God Hinself in 1787.

W sent our nenbers out into the world, joined the
Arny, the FBI, the Washi ngton power structure. W

i ncreased our nunbers within the RS and even

within NASA. But in the end, all that effort bought us
only advance warni ng and some spies and saboteurs

wi thin the eneny ranks."

Fl'y shook his head, dazed. He said not hing.

"Now we are the last stronghold in the continental
United States. There is but one nmajor enclave left on
the planet for hunmans and the godly; there centers the
Resi st ance. "

"Wher e?"

| chuckled. "Even if | knew, Fly, | wouldn't tel

you. Your interest rate on keeping secrets isn't very
hi gh right now.'



He smiled sardonically. "I guess | wouldn't tell you
either, if you' d just done what we did. Wat / did."
"We," corrected Arlene. "You were right the first
time. | stood right beside you and hel ped you report
to Karapetian."

He shrugged, neither confirmng nor denying.

"Are there plans to get to the Resistance?"

"If there are, we haven't executed themyet. W can
send brief messages—too quick to triangul ate or
decrypt. But we can't send people."

"Why not ?"
"There is sone sort of energy barrier that prevents
us fromleaving the continent . . . and at tines, even

fromleaving an urban center. Los Angel es has one;

you cannot fly fromL.A to anywhere else unless the
denons drop the wal |l —ahich they do only for their

own, of course.”

"But if you go around the barrier?"

"We've tried; we can't find an edge. It seenms to be
everywhere. Wat we need to do is find the source or

the control center and shut it off. At |east |ong enough
to get our people out, join up with the Resistance.

O herwi se, eventually, we will fall; we have years
worth of food and nedicine, but not decades worth.
And after a while they will mass enough troops

against us to overrun us in any case.

"Wirst-case scenario, you two, we lose this city
after a four-nonth siege. That's if they throw every-
thing in the world at us."

"Are you ki ddi ng?" denmanded an i ncredul ous

Arl ene. "Wat about m ssiles? Nucl ear bonbs
dropped from airpl anes?"

"Qur agents were heavily involved in the Strategic
Defense Initiative . . . renenber?" | w nked. "And
we have anti-air defenses too. We're not worried
about nukes; we're nmore worried about tanks and
undead sol diers. None of our defenses were erected
with mol ochs in mnd."

" Mol ochs?"

"What you call ed steam denons, | believe."

Suddenl y, the radi o phone buzzed. The radi onman
answered, listened for a noment, saying a string of
"yessirs." He turned to nme. "Albert, the President
wants to see your charges."

" Now?"

"Toni ght. The captain says he has a mssion for

them. . . sonmething to prove thenselves after their

i ncompetence ... no offense, guys; |'mjust quoting."
"None taken," said Arlene, highly offended. My

eyes began to dwell longingly on her curves and swells
again, and | brutally forced ny gaze to the dead and
wounded littering the battlefield . . . even their dead.

The corpsnen were al ready busy, collecting the casu-
alties for transportation to hospital

"Cot a time?" | asked.

"Ei ghteen hundred," said the radioman. | didn't
know hi s name, even though he knew nmine; it made

nme unconfortabl e.

| nodded. "Ckay, you heard the man. Fly, Arlene,
start polishing your brass. W've got three hours



bef ore your mission briefing. And guys?"

They waited expectantly.

"Try not to hose it up. This tinme."

Arl ene Sanders flipped me the finger; but Fly just

| ooked down at his boots, brushing the nmud off wth
hi s hands.
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Arlene, Albert, and | sat in our little room

like old friends. "Al bert, you were right," | said. "W
shoul d have asked you before charging off to report to
Kar apeti an. "

"The fact that you had to sneak around and concoct

an absurd fairy tale should have told you sonething,"

he said, smling faintly. | caught Arlene |ooking at
himwith an interest | hadn't seen in her eyes since she
first began getting close to old Dodd. Could she . . . ?

Nah; that was a silly thought. Not with how she felt
about religion in general—and Mirnmons in particu-
lar. Not after her brother.
She spoke, her voice tight and controlled. "Albert,
can you tell us what on Earth happened? | nean here
on Earth."
"dadly," said Al bert.
Evidently, even with only half an invasion force,
the urban areas of Earth had fallen quickly. Al bert
suspected that high-ranking U S. governnent officials
and their counterparts in other governments, the
federal and state agencies and even the services
t hensel ves—+the U S. Marine Corps!-actually col -
| aborated with the aliens.
| guess there wasn't rmuch argunent | could make

not after seeing |living human beings on the march
against us in the siege. If | cared to clinb up to the
roof, | could see themstill. | didn't care to.
The nonsters promi sed a peaceful occupation and
prom sed each col | aborator that his own governnent
woul d be given the top conmand slot. Atried and
true approach, with plenty of terrestrial exanples: it
worked for Hitler and Stalin; nowit worked for a
bunch of plug-uglies frombeyond the pl anets.
Naturally, the aliens screwed the traitors, killing
hundreds of millions . . . utterly destroyi ng Washi ng-
ton, D.C., and denolishing much of New York, Paris,
Moscow, and Beijing. The Mornons knew the invad-
ers were really serious when all the stock exchanges
were wi ped out in two hours.
"They control all the big cities now," Al bert re-
port ed.
"So at | east sone things will feel the sane," said
Arl ene. Qur newfound friend | aughed uproari ously.
He was taking to Arlene's norbid brand of hunor.
"What's the Resistance |ike?" she asked, hangi ng
on his every word. | started to resent her interest.
Maybe | was only her "big brother," but shoul dn't
t hat count for sonething?
Al bert turned up his hands. "How should | know?
W know only that they exist, and they have a | ot of
sci ence types, teenies. They're working on stuff all the
time . . . but so far, they haven't been able to shut off
the energy wall from outside—and the only way to get



toit fromthe inside is to nount an assault ... or
infiltrate."

"Maybe that's what the President wants us to do," |
specul ated; | don't think Al bert had any nore idea
than 1, though.

Jerry joined us again; now he too was in a dark suit,
t hough still heavily arnmed with a Browni ng Aut onat -
ic Rifle. It reminded me of a "Fam |y" war between
Mafia soldiers | began to feel distinctly underdressed.
"\What about the countryside?" | asked.

Al bert nodded and answered: "That's the |oca

resi stance, such as it is. At |least we are not al one. For
little longer, at least."

Jerry volunteered a coment: "They seem nore
interested in taking slaves fromthe rural areas than
conquering the territory."

Al bert concurred: "It gives us a fighting chance,

t hey being so slow expanding their pale."

"What is this 'special wi sdom the President offered
to share before the attack?" | asked. "Can you give us
a hint?"

Al bert and Jerry exchanged the | ook of conrades in
arms. "Don't worry about it," said Albert. "He's |ess
worri ed about what you know t han what you see.”

Al bert insisted that Arlene and | rest and bat he.

The only choice offered was a cold shower, but that
was fine with us. We found cl ean cl ot hes.

Then we got the "fifty-cent-tour"” from Al bert, the
tour that wouldn't get himin trouble.

Al bert took us down to the hidden cataconbs

they'd constructed beneath the Tabernacl e conpl ex.
The trip began with an elevator ride. The netal was
shiny and new. Everything was air-conditioned. The
doors slid open to reveal sonething out of the |atest
James Bond novie. But sonmehow | was not surprised

at the vast conplex they had constructed. W wal ked
under a gigantic V arch to bear witness to dozens of
mles of secret shelters. W were not taken behind the
| ocked doors to see the contents, but Al bert told us
they had mllions of rounds of ammunition, stores,
heavy military equi prment, a whole factory, and nore.
It was survivalist heaven

"I wonder what kind of heavy equi pnent?" Arlene

whi spered in ny ear.

"Tanks and Humvees," | whi spered back. "The rest
when he trusts us."

"I"'msure he'll trust us plenty after we've died for
the cause," she concl uded.

"Can't hardly blame him™" | could kick nyself for

such self-pity, but | couldn't get ny stupidity out of
ny m nd.

W took a turn in the passageway and reached

anot her elevator marked for five nore | evels down.
"Jesus!" said Arlene, followed by: "Sorry, Albert."
He only shook his head. Even Al bert was probably
cutting her sonme slack for being female. Arlene could
al ways sense a patronizing attitude, but she had too
much class to throw it back at someone working so
hard to play fair with her

"Why woul d you have all this?" she asked



He didn't hesitate in answering, "To equalize our
relations with the IRS. "

"Man, all 1 had was Melrose Larry Geen, CPA"
marvel ed Arlene.

"I"ll let both of you in on sonething," he said,
"because it hardly matters today. All you saw t oday
were ground troops; but did you know the IRS had its
own 'Delta Force,' the Special Revenue Collection

Di vi si on?"

W shook our heads, but once again | wasn't really
surprised. "In case of another \Wiskey Rebellion?"
guessed.

"An interesting way of putting it," he said, and
continued: "They had an infantry division, two ar-
nored cav regiments, a hidden fast-attack submarine,
a heavy bonber wi ng, and fromwhat | hear, a carrier
battle group."

Sonebody whistled. It was Yours Truly. If the

Mor nons knew about that, could they have wound up
with some of it? This was an obvi ous thought, and
woul d make full use of an installation this size; but |
wasn't going to ask. Arlene and | were lucky to be

| earning this nuch

"How d they finance it?" | asked.

"The I RS can finance anything?" suggested Arlene,

as if a student in school

"Well, even they had to cover their tracks," said

Al bert. "Jerry thinks they hid the mlitary buil dup
inside the fictitious budget deficit. Unfortunately, the
Speci al Revenue Col |l ection Division was seized by

t he denons. "

"Aliens," Arlene corrected, alnost unconsciously.
"What ever . "

This seemed a good nmoment to clear up the nonen-
clature: "Actually, Al bert, we naned the different

ki nds of aliens to keep them separate. W call the
dunb pink ones the denons."

"How did the aliens get their claws on all that IRS
equi pment ?" Arl ene asked.

"Hm Because Internal Revenue was the very first
group to sell out Earth," he answered. This was
definitely not a day of surprises.

"Do we get to ride on the other elevator?" | asked.
"Later," he said. "And I'msorry | can't show you
behi nd the doors."

"No, you've been great, Albert," said Arlene. |
could tell she was inpressed for real, no joke. This
was rare. "Wy don't you tell us about your checkered
mlitary past?"

"That's next on the agenda," he said, "and the
President will want to brief you on the mssion, if he's
picked it yet."

W took the elevator back up to face the boss.

prom sed nyself that no matter how nuch | wanted

to doit, I wuuldn't say, "Howdy, pardner.”

Three nore bodyguards surrounded the President.
These guys didn't seemfriendly like Al bert or Jerry.
He led us to the auxiliary command center (I sup-
posed the real command center was at the bottom

| evel of the conplex), where we |earned that the



nearest nerve center of the alien invasion was Los
Angel es. The nonsters had set up their ultra-
advanced conputer services and war technol ogy cen-
ter near the HOLLYWOOD sign. | didn't want to ask who
sold out humanity there. | was afraid to find out.
The President didn't waste tinme conming to the

point: "Two highly trained Mari nes who fought the
eneny to a standstill in space, then fl oated down out
of orbit, would be better qualified to lead a certain
m ssion we have in mnd than our own people. This is
assum ng that we haven't been subject to a certain
degree of exaggeration. A nman and a woman al one
could only be expected to do so much agai nst hun-
dreds of the eneny."

Arl ene was behaving herself, but it dawned on ne

that | hadn't nmade any pronises to keep my nouth
shut. This wasn't about religion. This was about
doubting our word after we'd swumthrough a world

of hurt to get this far.

| rem nded nyself that we needed this man; |

rem nded nyself we'd already hosed the job . . . but
stupidity had nothing to do with dishonor

"If the two of you could get to Los Angeles," the

| eader continued, "and rmake it into the conputer
system download full specs on their npbst basic
technol ogy, and get it back to the United States War
Technol ogy Center, it would aid our defense inmreas-
urably."

"What's that?" | asked.

"The War Tech Center was created a few weeks ago

hi dden—aest of here. You'll be told where when the
need arises. \Wen you get the downl oad."

| thought for a moment. It couldn't be as far as
Japan or China; Beijing and Tokyo were both de-
stroyed. He nust mean Hawaii .

I couldn't resist being a smart-ass; the President
brought that out in people. "It's either \Weel er AFB,
Kaneohe Bay Marine Corps Air Station, or Barber's
Poi nt Naval Air Station, all on OGahu," | decl ared.
"Do | w n anything?"

"I love Hawaii!" said Arlene. "G eat weather

Hardly any humdity."

"But those prices,"” | answered.

It was a trivial little protest against the nman's
ponposity and skepticism but it nmade us feel a whole
| ot better.

"Please,"” said the President, his face turning posi-
tively florid. "As | was saying, if you can penetrate the
eneny stronghold and bring the specs to the U S
technol ogy center, there are scientists there who can
do something with it. W have refugees from ARPA

t he Lockheed 'skunk works,' NASA, MacDAC, hack-

ers frommany places." It sounded to ne |ike the
Presi dent of the Twel ve had been boning up on ot her
subj ects besides theology . . . and finance. "Has Al -

bert told you about the force field?"

"He said sonething about an energy wall."

"You have to find a way to shut it off. . . otherw se,
you' re not goi ng anywhere. You get offshore about
fifteen mles, then call an encrypted message in. W'l



vector you to the War Technol ogy Center."

"*1f we can pull this off," said Arlene in her serious,
engi neer's tone of voice, "and a computer expert can
dehack the alien technol ogy, we mght come up with
shi el ds agai nst them Defenses, sonething."

"The first problemis to crack Los Angeles," said

the President.

"Then we're your best bet," | said. "After Phobos

and Dei nos, how bad can L. A be?" Even at the tineg,
this sounded |ike fanous |ast words.

"Yes, nmy point exactly," he agreed |languidly, stil
frosted; "how nuch sinmpler this would have to be

than the Dei nbs situation."” He paused | ong enough

to annoy us again. "This is nore than a two-nman
operation." Translation: we needed keepers. Well,

that was all right with me. "You'll be infiltrating, so
we're not tal king about a strike force here.”
"Stealth mission,"” said Arlene.

"Two nore people would be about right,"” | said.

The President's first choice was excellent. Al bert
wanted to go. "By way of apol ogy for being the one to
turn you in," he said, holding out his big paw of a
hand. | took it gingerly; he hardly had anything to
apol ogi ze for. He wi nked.

"I'f you'd been one fraction |less of a hard-ass, |

woul dn't want you on this m ssion anyway."

"This is probably a good tinme to tell you about

Al bert's record," said the President. "He was a PFC
in the Marine Corps, I'msure you'll be pleased to
hear. Honorably di scharged. He won a medal for his
MOS." Mlitary operational specialty.

"Whi ch was?" | asked Al bert, eye-to-eye

"A sniper, Corporal,” he answered. "Bronze star

Col onbi a campai gn. Drug wars."

" Sni per school ?"

"Of course.”

"Cod bless.” said Arlene.

Al bert was fine; we both dug Al bert. Couldn't say

the sane about the second choice, who Nate ushered
into the ops room she |ooked |ike a fourteen-year-old
girl in T-shirt, jeans, and dirty sneakers.

"Fly," Arlene said, staring, "does my prom se ap-

ply to bitching about personnel decisions?"

"Say your piece."

She shook her head in incredulity. "I'd never

have expected this kind of crap fromthis bunch of
sexi st—

"Uh, no offense,” | nunbled to the President,

feeling pretty lane. My face flushed red-hot, as if I'd
just taken niacin.

He chose to ignore the editorial. "I hate sending
her. Unfortunately, she's the best qualified."

Arlene stared at the girl, a foxy little itemready to

stare back. "I never thought 1'd say these words,"
Arl ene began, "but there's a first time for everything.
Honey—

"My name is Jill," she said defiantly.

"Ckay, Jill. Listen closely. Please don't take offense,
but this is no job for a girl."

"I have to go," she said. "Live withit."



"Honey, | don't want to die with it."

"What's this joke?" | denanded.

"I told you. She's the best, uh, hacker, | think it is,
that we've got. But you deserve an explanation." He
turned to her and asked, "Do you mind if | tel

t hen?" She shrugged. He went on: "I apol ogi ze for

her sullen attitude."

| don't know about Arlene, but | didn't see anything
sul |l en about the kid. The President never seened to

| ook directly at her but kind of sideways.

"Back in the life, before her fam |y noved here and
accepted the faith, Jill was arrested tw ce for breaking
i nto conmputer systens. She served six nonths in a
juvenile detention center in Gai; then her parents
joined the Church and noved here."

Al the time he was tal king, he kept sneaking

gl ances out of the corner of his eye. He seened to be
| ooking at the top of her head. She was pretendi ng not
to be interested but hung on every word.

"Jill was enbarrassed and ashanmed of her arrest

and conviction," the President said very slowy,

as if coaching, watching her all the time. "She was

| ocked up with a girl who was a prostitute and drug
deal er =

"She didn't want to be a junkie-hooker," said Jill,
speaki ng about herself in the third person

The President pretended not to hear. "She stil

| oves conputers, but wants to be a security person
now." He took a breath, then concluded, "The aliens
killed her parents, and only m ssed her because she
was covered with bl ood and they assuned she was

dead. She was frightened by the aliens, of course—*

"I hate them" she piped in. "I want them al
dead. "

"Good girl," said Arlene, half won over.

The Mornon | eader approached Jill but was carefu

not to touch her. At least he finally | ooked at her
"You don't like your former hacker buddies, do you?"
he asked.

"I hate them"

n W]y?ll

She was unconfortabl e about talking but coul dn't

keep the words fromspilling out. "Because they don't

care about what happens to anyone el se. They don't

give arat's ass if they hack a hospital conputer and
destroy a patient's records, by accident, or as a joke."
"Some joke," said Arlene.

"They'd only be upset if they did a sloppy job," the
girl replied, her voice nonotonous. "They suck."

"God bless you, Jill," said the President. "And you
know what the aliens are?"

Jill sure did. "Amllion tines worse. |'ve got to kil
themall."

Mot her Mary, a regular little parrot! Did the Presi-
dent wite the script out for her? I wondered. O was
she just adept at ad-1ibbing what he wanted to hear
what woul d get her on the job?

"Don't you think you should leave the killing to

Al bert and this other nman?" asked the President.

"That does it," said Arlene, hackles smacking the



cei ling.

"I"'msorry, but there's no alternative to taking her
al ong," said the President.

"That's not what | meant!" Arlene gave ne her

special |ook. | sighed, but didn't shake nmy head or
give her the shut-up signal. 1'd had about all of the
President | could take.

"M. President," she began, speaking slowy as if to
a child—+ realized we still didn't know his name—
respect your beliefs, even though | don't hold them
nmysel f. But we are in a situation where every abl e-
bodi ed i ndividual mnmust do his or her best. There are
armed wonen out si de. "

"Yes," he answered. "Adult wonen."
Arlene turned to Jill. "I apol ogize for doubting
you," she said. "I think you'll do fine." She gl ared

back at the President, who shook his head sadly.
| smiled, suddenly realizing we'd been had: he had
put on the whole "Mrnon patriarch" act just to get
us to accept a little girl as a teanmate! It was

masterful. . . and | didn't say a word to Arlene. Let
her keep her illusions.

"I'f you succeed," concluded the President, "you

wi || have redeemed yourself thrice over."

"And if we fail?"

"You'll be dead. O undead. Either way, you'l

never have to think about your error again."

Cee. Thanks a | unp.

"What weapon do you have?" Arlene asked Jill.

The fourteen-year-old picked up a slimbox fromthe
table; took ne a noment to recognize it as a

ConpMac "Big Punk" ultramicro with a radio-
telenmetry port. That was sone nice equipnment; did
she cone with it, or did the President hijack it for
her ?

"You'll train her in the use of firearms," the Presi-
dent said, turned on his heel and wal ked away.

"I"ve fired guns before," said Jill.

Arlene touched the girl on the shoulder. Jill didn't
pul | away. Arlene didn't talk down to her. In a casua
tone she asked, "Do you think there m ght be sone
pointers | could give you, hon?"

The fourteen-year-old snmled for the first time. She
didn't answer right away. Then she said in a firm
voi ce, "Want sone pizza?"

Now t hat she mentioned it, ny nouth began to
sal i vate.
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I took nmy cue fromArlene and reluctantly

accepted the kid. The Mrnon | eader guaranteed the
girl's bona fides. Gven the way he felt about the

femal e of the species, if he wanted Jill on this mssion
that badly, that was good enough for ne.
"Wl come aboard," | said, approaching Jill and

putting out my hand. | didn't expect anything, but she
surprised me by shaking hands and smiling. Smart

ki d. She knew when she'd won a victory.

"Thanks." Jill sized each of us up, letting her glance
stay on nme a little | onger—ot exactly pleased with

the effect, | noticed. "I won't let you down," she said



to all of us.

"How do you know?" asked Al bert, but he wasn't

bei ng belligerent about it.

"Yeah," said Jill, not losing a beat. "They tal k that
way around here. | won't get anybody killed on

pur pose. "

Arl ene bent down and patted Jill on the head. The

girl didn't pull away, but acted surprised. Affection
was sonething new in her experience. | hoped she
woul d I'ive | ong enough to experience a lot nore of it.
But | didn't kid myself: once we entered Los Angel es,
the mission was everything, and we were all expend-
able. It had been that way since the first nonster cane
t hrough the Gate on Phobos.

"Come on," said Arlene, taking Jill by the hand.

"Your training starts now. "

Jerry had stayed with us after the boss sauntered

off. "There m ght not be time for that," he said. He
didn't say it as if he liked it. So far, the only person |I'd
met who inpressed ne as sonmething of a jerk was the

| eader, and even he was no fool

Arl ene kept her voice even and calm "We'll nake
time," she said. "Training is not a luxury."
Looking at the man's face, | could see that he didn't

like arguing with facts. He shrugged and didn't say
anot her word.

"How about it, Albert?" | asked the other nenber

of our team "Wat kind of tine do we have?"

"Plenty," he said. "I've seen Jill shoot. She'll do
fine. "

"Do | get a gun of my own?" asked Jill.

"Does she?" Arlene asked Al bert.

"Sure as shootin'," he said, letting a noment pass

bef ore we responded to his wordplay. He enjoyed the
doubl e t ake.

W went to an aboveground arsenal. Seeing what

they kept up top nade ne nore anxious to see behind

t hose doors downstairs. As it was, they woul dn't

noti ce the absence of Jill's weapon of choice, though it
was a little strange seeing the fourteen-year-old hol d-
ing an AR-19 |ike she was used to it.

Jill noticed ny expression. "W need all the fire-
power we can get," she said.

"You're right. Let's see what you can do with it."

And thank God she didn't have her heart set on an
AK-47. The kick woul d knock her on her butt. At

| east the AR-19 was a small enough cali ber

There were plenty of places to shoot. W went to a
makeshi ft range where soneone had gotten hold of

ol d nonster novie posters. Jill chose one al ready
pretty badly shot up: a horns-and-tail denmon from an
old British novie. It looked a lot like a hell-prince.
One of the horns was shot out, but the other was stil

i ntact.

"I'I'l take the bone on his head," she announced.

She m ssed with the first burst, pulling up and to the
right; but she nearly shredded the target anyway.

Arl ene went over and whi spered sonething in her

ear. Jill snmiled and tried again. This time the bursts
were shorter and stayed on target. The denon's



second horn was history.

"What did you tell her?" | asked Arlene. | always
appreciate a few wel |l -chosen words.

"Grl talk," she said, arching her dark eyebrows.
"Kind of a shanme to destroy these collector's

itenms," | observed when we ran out of anmmo.

"No problem" said Al bert. "W have hundreds of
these. The President used to visit the church in
Hol | ywood, and we have a lot of contacts.”

"How did | do?" asked Jill, bringing us back to the
original point of the exercise.

"I thought 1'd need to teach you sonething," said
Arlene. "Q@uess you're nostly ready. Mstly." The

day was shaping up nicely. We could do a whole | ot
worse than Jill.

I was still in a good nbod when we had dinner with
the President that night. They set a good table, and he
boasted how they could keep this up for a long tine.
After dinner, Jill toddled off to bed in the fenale-
teens quarter. Albert wanted to spend time with an

ol der woman we'd been infornmed was an aunt, and
managed to get Arlene alone in the presidential

gar den.

Al t hough night had fallen, the security lights in the
garden were bright, thanks to the generators of our
hosts. | saw Arlene frowning in thought. "Al bert may
have an extra mission," she said, "scouting out new
converts for the Church."

| laughed. "Hey, don't make it sound so sinister. W
shoul d ask any survivors to join us, male or fenale."
"Unl ess they' ve gone insane," she said, "and there
are parts of Los Angeles where it would be difficult to
know. "

"Well, I"'mglad we have Albert and Jill with us.”

She brightened. "Me too. That young lady im

presses the hell out of ne. Maybe she's lucky to be
going off with us to face denons and inps."

Arl ene never lost her ability to surprise ne.
"Lucky?" | echoed. "Wy do you say that?"

"She's past puberty, Fly. They'd probably marry

her off to one of these ..." She didn't finish

I recogni zed that the conversation was on the
slippery slope to nore trouble than a barrel of punp-
kins. Arlene's prejudice against anything and every-
thing religious, and especially agai nst Mrnons, was
di sturbing; the people in this conmpound, Mornons

and others alike, had done nothing to warrant such
anger. Time for a strategic retreat. "So, what do you
think of the President?"

"What do you think?" she threw it back at ne.

"Well, as |'ve said before, you don't have to |like
someone in power to recognize that you need cooper-
ation fromthe boss. This man is no fool; he's playing
his own game."

Arl ene shook her head, but it wasn't because she

di sagreed with ne. "I always understand a | eader,"
she said. "It's the followers who confuse nme. This
man is a master of transferring authority. His foll ow
ers won't argue with soneone who says he gets his

mar ching orders direct from God."



"Yeah, but in the war we're about to fight, let's hope
CGod really is on our side. O we're on God's side,
mean. "

She took a stick of gumout of her pocket, popped
the contents in her nouth, and gave forth with her
consi dered opi nion: "Agreed. Any god, any goddess,
anything to give us an edge is fine by ne."

| ignored the blaspheny. Honestly, she does it just
to needle me. "Were did you get the gun?" | asked.
"Jill," she said between chews. "Want a stick?"

"No thanks." Gumis not one of ny vices. But | was

i mpressed with how qui ckly Arlene had been won

over.

W went back in the compound, expecting to return

to the roomwe'd been in before. A matronly woman

we hadn't seen before greeted us. "Hello, my nanme is
Marie," she said. "I'mhere to show the young woman
to the femal e quarters.”

Arl ene and | exchanged know ng gl ances. | think we
both did a conmendabl e job of not bursting out

[ aughing. | couldn't remenber the last time |1'd slept
wi t hout Arlene taking watch. W' d al ready been

t hrough the sexual -tension zone and popped out the
other end with the understanding that we were bud-

di es, pals, conrades.

But now we were back in the Adam and Eve

departrment. The only question that really nattered
was, did we trust these guys to keep us alive while we

slept? The fact that they were still here was pretty
good evi dence.

"What kind of security do you have here?" | asked

t he woman.

She didn't understand. "Good enough to keep you
out of the henhouse," she answered with a slight
smirk.

| rolled nmy eyes. That wasn't what | neant, but—

ah, skipit.

"See you in the morning," | said to Arlene.

For the first tine in along tinme, | was al one. Maybe
the President still had doubts about me, but they put

me on a long | eash

Suddenly | realized | didn't know where | was
supposed to sleep. The roomwe'd been in before

made sense. W' d been allowed to use it when we
freshened up, but we were under guard then. | wi shed
I'd thought to ask the woman if that was where | was
supposed to go.

| didn't know anyone in the hallways, but they

didn't pay any attention to nme as | went past; they
weren't afraid . . . what a strange concept that had
becone. | could have asked them about a nen's
quarters, but | wasn't in a rush to have the old YMCA
experience if | could avoid it. If I wasn't going to bunk
with Arlene, then | wanted to be al one.

Privacy suddenly exerted a strong appeal: to be

al one without a hell-prince stonping on ny face, to

sl eep without worry of a zonbie who used to be a
friend cuddling up next to me and sharing the rot of
the grave, just to enjoy silence and solitude, wthout
spinys fudging it up. Yeah, the nore | thought of it,



the better | liked it.

| retraced ny way back to the room After the
corridors on Deinps, this was al nbst too easy. The
door wasn't |ocked. Then | noticed that the |ock had
been renmoved. Now that | thought about it, there
were no | ocks anywhere. But the roomwas enpty,
gloriously enpty, and that was good enough

I went in, closed the door, flipped on the light.
There was a niracle. The |light cane on. No conserva-
tion or blackout nmeasures in this snmall, w ndow ess
room Wich neant | could do sonething nore

i mportant than sl eeping.

The book was where I'd left it. Normally, the Book
of Morrmon woul d not be ny first choice of reading
material; the sisters would not approve. Under the
circunmstances, | was grateful to have it

| started at the beginning, with the testinonies of
the witnesses and the testinony of the Prophet Joseph
Smith. This told the story of the finding of the gold
plates with the Holy Book witten thereon. Rem nded
me of the old joke about the founding of the Unitari-
an Church: a prophet found gold plates on which was
witten . . . absolutely nothing!

As | read, | remenbered an ol d Hol |l ywood novie

about Joseph Smith and Brigham Young, founders of
the Church of Jesus Christ of the Latter-Day Saints.
Hol  ywood . . . where we woul d be going. Holl ywood
was in the hands of the nonsters. Vincent Price
starred in the Mornon novie and also in a nmllion
nmonster novies. | was sure this all meant something.
| started the first book, nade it to the second and
the third; and kept reading until | reached Chapter
Five in the Book of Al ma, Verse 59:

For what shepherd is there anbng you havi ng

many sheep doth not watch over them that the

wol ves enter not and devour his flock? And

behold, if a wolf enter his flock doth he not

drive himout? Yea, and at the last, if he can, he
will destroy him

That seened |ike a good place to stop because
doubted I would find a nore agreeabl e sentinment
anywhere else in the Mornon scriptures.

13
Did you sleep well?" Arlene asked, w nking.
"Not bad,” | said. "I think it's the first night I

didn't dream about nonsters.
The sun was up, the sky was clear, and for a

nmonent it was possible to believe that none of this
had ever happened. A dog ran by, a healthy nutt that
someone was feedi ng—not a sign of inpending star-
vation, but perhaps an overgenerous use of resources.
"Quess what?" she said with an inpish smle. "I
didn't dream about nonsters either. But | did

dream "

Teasing was sinply not Arlene's style. She really
surprised me. "Maybe that's why they segregate the
boys and the girls," | said. "To make everyone think
about it."

"We can't keep any secrets fromyou," said Al bert,
joining us outside the main cafeteria.



"Except the ones that count,”" | replied, not alto-
get her innocently. | was still thinking about secrets
and cl osed doors, and an unknown, upcomi ng nis-

si on.

"Where's Jill?" asked Arlene.

"Al ready inside, having breakfast," he said. "W

should join her. Afterward, we'll receive our briefing."
It had been a long, long time since |I'd eaten
pancakes, with real maple syrup yet. | didn't think I'd

be able to get coffee in Salt Lake City, but there was
plenty of it for those with the norning caffeine
nmonkey on their back. This was a pretty trivial

nmonster in the grand schenme of things.

And then we got down to business. W returned to

the ops roomfromthe day before. The President was
waiting for us dressed in a conservative black suit. He
coul d' ve passed as an undertaker, not the nost inspir-
ing inmage to send us off to California.

"The entire state of California is in eneny hands,"

he said, then led us over to a map of the rel evant
states. Red lines marked all the existing train tracks.
"There used to be a high speed train between L. A and
Salt Lake City. We destroyed the train to prevent the
aliens fromsending us a cargo of thenselves. | refuse
to refer to those creatures as soldiers. W al so thought
the train mght be used to send us an atom c bonb."
"Wul d they even know how to use the trains?"

asked Arl ene.

"You fought them didn't you? They can use any-

thing we can. Machinery is machinery. It offends ne
how t hey used our own, CGod-given atom c weapons

agai nst us. W are fortunate the radiation and poi sons
have not contami nated this area. God has inter-

vened." Atom c, not nuclear; an interesting word

choi ce.

"We' || be going into radiation?" asked Jill. She had
not thought of this until now
"You'll be entering undestroyed areas, and our

scientists tell us that the invaders have neutralized
much of the fallout in the areas they control."

Arlene interrupted, as usual. "Wen we fought

t hem on Phobos and Dei nos, they were confortable

wi th higher radiation | evels than a human bei ng; but

t hat doesn't mean they could survive H bonb

fallout."

For a nonent | thought the President was going to
bite her head off, but then he controlled his tenper.
"We have antiradiation pills for you to take and wi st
bands that will glowred if you get a near-Ilethal dose.
In addition, you'll have sone protective gear if you
require it. And any weapons you can bear, of course.™
"How do we get to L. A ?" | asked.

"Take the train," answered Al bert.

"Great. How do we get to the tracks? | thought they
were all ripped up."

"Not all the track was destroyed," said the Presi-
dent. "You can take one of our Hunvees sout h,
following the railroad track to a good spot for getting
aboard the train." Getting aboard. . . How easily he
breezed over that slight difficulty!



And another small difficulty. "Um. . . the aliens
are going to let us drive right out in a Hunvee?"

Al bert snorted. The President glowered at him

then returned to the question. "Of course not. You'l
| eave here and pass underneath eneny lines. The
Hurmvee is hidden in a safe |ocation-Al bert knows
where it is."”

"1 do?"

"Where you hid after blowing the tracks three

weeks ago."

"Ah." Al bert nodded, renenbering the spot. Wll,

that made one of us.

"Underneath the aliens,” | asked, "you have a
tunnel ?"

"It's always wise to build in a way to expedite
escape," said Albert. "All our safe houses use them—
including this facility. Usually exit froma basenent,
dive down thirty or forty feet, then continue a |ong
way, mles perhaps.”

"How did you build all that w thout anyone

knowi ng?"

"We had a ot of time on our hands." He grinned.
"And a lot of menmbers in street maintenance posi-
tions."

"You nust ride the train into Phoenix," continued
the President, producing a pointer and stabbing
Phoeni x.

"Why Phoeni x?" asked Arlene.

"The train that goes from Phoenix into L. A can't

be stopped and can't be boarded; Phoenix is under
denoni ¢ possession. |If you stow away before Phoeni x
and escape detection, you m ght not be boarded.

Then it's smooth riding all the way into L. A" He put
down the pointer with a flourish

Jill laughed. She sounded a | ot ol der than she was,
listening to the scorn in her laugh; it suggested a
lifetime of frustration

The President did not act as defensive as | would

have expected. "I knowit's a long shot," he said. "I'm
open to any better suggestions."

"I wish | had one," said Albert.

| expected Jill to launch into a tirade, but instead
she kept her mouth taped.

"The pl an sounds workable to ne," | said. "Every-

thing is a long shot fromnow on."

At no point had anyone tal ked about who woul d

lead this mssion; | suspected the President would
want his own man in charge, and | prepared nyself

for an argunent.

Then Al bert surprised me: "Corporal Taggart is in
charge, of course." He surprised the President too,
who started to object, then bit off whatever he'd been
about to say. Leadership was clearly already deter-

m ned.

The President allowed us to pick our own weapons:

a doubl e-barrel ed scattergun for nme, and a .41 cali ber
hunting rifle with a scope for |ong-range work. Arlene
was back to her perennial AB-10 machi ne pistol and a
scoped .30-30. Albert surprised me by picking sone
foreign-made Uzi clone 1'd never seen before; | didn't



think a Marine would go in for that kind of flash. But

1 guess it wasn't really different fromArlene's AB-10,

t hough a bit bigger; and even that might give it nore

stability in a firefight. Al bert said he would just use

Arlene's .30-30 for any sniping . . . and Jill already

had her AR-19, of course.

W al so took pistols, ammo, grenades, day-to-night

goggl es—we had to be careful to conserve the battery

power, using them only when absolutely necessary; no

recharges—and one of the nore exotic energy weap-

ons | never liked; not a BFG which they'd never

heard of, but a gas-plasma pulse rifle. W packed food

and bl ankets and ot her useful itens, including a

conpl emrent of rnountai neering (or wall-scaling)

equi prent: knotted rope, a grappling hook, cranpons

and pitons, the usual usual

The Hunvee waited—od and Al bert knew

where. Would we find it? Wuld it run if we did?

tried not to think about such questions as, with great

solemity, the President of the Twelve | ed us through

the i nner conpound to a small, cinder-block building
and to the escape tunnel
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O her nmenbers of the community gathered

around us before we departed. Somewhere back in ny

m nd, | wondered why we weren't hearing a heroic

anthemto speed us on our way. \Were was the brass

band? Wiere were the speeches? In ny mnd, | heard

fragnments of the speech: "Never before have so few

faced so many in the defense of so few " Well, that

wasn't exactly right.

There were a | arge nunber of heavy barrels of fue

oil in the building, seem ngly stacked somewhat hap-

hazardly. A pair of soldiers approached one particul ar

barrel carrying an odd tool that |ooked |ike a giant-

sized jar opener.

They | owered the prongs over the barrel and pushed

| evers forward, running steel rods through the Iip.

Then they put their shoulders to the two ends of the

"jar opener"” and wal ked countercl ockw se. Rather

than tip over, the barrel unscrewed |like a light bulb,;

they lifted the heavy, false barrel fromthe narrow

tunnel, just barely wi de enough to admt a single nman

of my size.

Arl ene took point. She tchked and wi nked at the

Presi dent and blew hima kiss; his face flushed bri ght

red. Then she held her AB-10 pointed strai ght down

and dropped out of sight. Al bert followed, then Jill; |

went | ast.

W dropped into what | ooked at first like pitch-

dark; then, as our eyes adjusted, we found the slight

anbient |ight adequate to see a few nmeters ahead and

behi nd.

The Iight cane from phosphorescent nold, and the

tunnel was deliberately carved to | ook natural, a

fissure nmeandering left and right but mainly going

straight northwest. It was w de enough for two

abreast, and Arlene and Al bert wal ked the poi nt—

Al bert because he al one knew the route. | took tail-

end Charlie, leaving Jill reasonably protected in the



center.

Before we started, | cautioned the crew. "From here
on, no tal king, not even for enmergencies. W'll use the
Marine Corps hand | anguage; Jill, you just watch ne.

They may have |istening devices, hunting for tunnels.
Let's not nmake it easy on them all right?"
The tunnel was cool and dark, a relief fromthe hot

sun of the Utah desert; at night, | hoped it would al so
i nsulate us fromthe freezing overnight tenps. W
could be underground for ... how many klicks?

Ei ght kiloneters, signed Albert in response to ny
silent question.

Si x passed by at breakneck speed . . . well, as
breakneck as you can get shimying through under-
ground caverns wi th rough, natural-hewn floors in
limted Iight. Took us nmore than six hours, in fact, not
much of a speed record. But the end was in sight,

nmet aphorical ly speaking. W had just finished our
fourth rest and were ready to tackle the final quarter
As Arl ene ducked and stepped under an archway, |

heard a sound that chilled nme to the marrow the
startled hiss of an inp.

W were not al one.

Reacting to the sound, Arlene backpedal ed; she

stuck her arm out and caught Al bert on her way back
knocki ng both of themto the ground.

The nove saved their lives; a flam ng ball of mucus
hurl ed past where they had stood but an instant

bef ore and spl attered expl osively against the wall.
Arlene didn't bother rising; she raised her nachine
pistol and fired from supine. | swng ny shotgun
around and unl oaded the outside barrel; between the
two of us, we blew the spiny apart.

It had buddies. As Arlene and Al bert scranbled to
their feet, and the latter funbled his Uzi clone,
swearing under his breath in a nost un-Mrnonlike
manner, | pushed Jill to the ground and unl oaded ny
second barrel, decapitating a zombie who wi el ded a
machet e.

| cracked and rel oaded; Al bert finally got every-
thing pointed in the right direction and | oosed a
vol | ey of | ead.

W had surprised the bastards, and now t hey

weren't even sure where we were shooting from To
make thi ngs worse, the zomnbie troops had zeroed in

on the inmps, catching themin a cross fire with us.

| pushed Arlene forward, and she charged, taking
advant age of the distraction. Yanking Jill to her feet,
foll owed; but we were several steps behind our team
nat es.

Arlene broke left and Al bert kept on straight, taking
after the two clunps of spinys—who made the fatal

m stake of turning their attention to their own pathet-
ic troops.

To ny horror, | realized what this resistance neant:
the tunnel was breached; if the aliens knew about the
tunnel, then soon troops would come pouring down

the pipe, lurching directly into the heart of the |ast
human encl ave for hundreds of klicks!

Al bert must have realized the terrible danger at the



same noment. He took advantage of a lull to flash a
frantic sign: expl osi ves—tunnel —bl ow up-hurry!

| got the nmessage. The Mornons had intelligently
lined their own escape tunnel w th high explosive; if
we coul d sonehow find the detonator, we could
col I apse the tunnel, saving the conmpound.

But how? Were? | doubted even Al bert knew

where the nearest fuse | ay—and woul dn't bl owi ng the
tunnel blow us up as well?

But considering that it was | who brought this
trouble upon them it was clearly nmy duty to do it...
even at the loss of ny own life in the expl osion.

But first we'd have to take care of these brown,

| eat hery bast ards.

Arl ene had gone |eft and Al bert straight; but one

i mp suddenly lurched out of the darkness to our right

out of nowhere. | caught it out of the corner of ny eye.
"Jill!" 1 shouted, violating nmy own orders. "Look
out!"

Fortunately, like Ri kki Tikki Tavi, she knew better
than to waste time | ooking. She hit the deck face first
as | unl oaded both barrels over her body.

The inmp |l anded nearly on top of the girl. If it had, it
probably woul d have crushed her to death: those

dammed denons mass 150 kil ograns!

Arlene and Al bert finished killing their targets, and
| started to rel ax.

Then | noticed what the inp | had just killed held
inits claws. Damm, but it sure | ooked suspiciously like
a satchel charge

For an instant | froze, then that little voice behind
nmy eyebal | s whispered, Fly, you know, standing like a
statue mght not be the best career nove right about
now.

"RUNI" | bellowed, bolting straight forward, pick-

ing up Jill on the fly. I ran right up to the inp and
right over it, gritting ny teeth agai nst the expected
bl ast .

It didn't blow up. Not until we had all made about

ten nmeters down the tunnel

The expl osi on was | oud, but not deafening; it was

t he sequence of seven or eight explosions after the
satchel charge that rattled ny brains.

We kept running like bloody lunatics as we heard

the | oudest report yet. It sounded like it was directly
over our heads—and the tunnel began to coll apse.

A mllion tons of rock and dirt crashed down on ny
head, and sonething hard and remarkably bricklike
cracked my skull. | was hurled to the ground by the
concussion . . . and when | swam back to consci ous-
ness, | found nyself lying half underneath a huge pile
of coll apsed tunnel roof. Had we been just a few
footfalls slower, we'd have all been buried under it.
A steel brace arched up fromour position, slightly
bent. About five nmeters overhead | saw daylight; but
ahead of us there was only rubble.

"Congratul ati ons," gasped Arl ene, picking herself

up and choking in the dust. "You found the only door
frame for a hundred meters in each direction! You

sure you never lived in L. A, say during an earth-



guake?"

No one was crippled; Jill needed first aid for a nasty
cut on her forehead, and | needed about five or six
Tyl enol s.

Al bert stared forward into the collapse, then up at
the sky. "Course correction, Corporal,"” he said. "I
think it's time we rose above all this."

We made a human | adder: | stood at the bottom

then Al bert on ny shoul ders, then Arlene on his.
Reachi ng up, she caught hold of the bracing beam and
hel d herself steady for Jill to clinb Iike a nmonkey up
and out. She secured a rope and threw the end back
down for the rest of us.

Qut side, the sun was just setting, a faint flash of
green in the western sky. The expl odi ng, collapsing
tunnel left a long, plowed furrow running jaggedly

al ong the hard-packed dirt of the desert floor

W hurried away fromthe site, found a rocky hil

and lay on our bellies on its top. Wen the stars
appeared, Albert sighted on Polaris, then pointed the
direction we should journey. "The ranch is another
four klicks yonder," he said. "W ought to be there
bef ore m dni ght."

Three hours later we skul ked onto the deserted,
burned- out ranch. Near the barn was a huge haystack

I nsi de the haystack, covered in a yellow, plastic tarp
was a surprise

Odinarily, I'd have rather run during the night and
holed up in the daylight; but the aliens were nore
active at night. And nore inportant, we were al

utterly spent. Arranging a three-way watch over Jill's
protest, we collapsed into sleep. Despite her threat,
Jill didn't awaken until Arlene shook her the next
nor ni ng.

The engi ne of the Hunvee groaned into life, the
coughi ng gradual Iy di m ni shing. The thing m ght
actually run, | thought. Jill alnost junped up and
down with excitenent as the nachine started to

nove. She was a kid again, forgetting all the crap of
the universe in the presence of a newtoy. The little
t hi ngs that bothered her sense of dignity vani shed.
She was why we would win the war against the
nonsters, no nmatter how nany battles were |ost. And
no matter what happened to us.

"Here we go," said Al bert, holding an Auto Cl ub

map as if it were a dagger. He was a | ot nore dashing
than the President.

"Let's kick some nonster butt," said the old

Arl ene.

After two hours of a steady, off-road seventy kilom
eters per hour, we'd seen no signs of the changed
world; but | knewthis illusion couldn't last. Wile it
did, | enjoyed every mnute of it. An enpty |andscape
is the nost beautiful sight in the world when it doesn't
contai n smashed buil di ngs, burning remains of civili-
zation, and fields of human corpses. O course, it
woul d have been nice to see a bird, or hear one.
There was a long line of straight road ahead, so
asked Jill if she would like to drive the Hunvee.
"Cool," she said. "What do | do?"



| let her hold the wheel, and she seened satisfied. A
Humvee is a big horse, and | wasn't about to put the
whol e thing in her charge. But she seened confort-
able, as if she had driven | arge vehicles before
possibly a tractor?

Qur first stop was for a bathroom break. That's

when | saw the first evidence that Earth wasn't what it
used to be: a human skull all by itself, half buried in
the dirt. Nothing el se around it—no signs of a strug-
gle. But dislodging it with my shoe revealed a snall
patch of clotted scalp still on the bone. The ants
craw i ng over this spot provided the final touch. \Wat
was this fresh skull doing here all by itself?

"Ick," said Jill, catching sight of my find. I could
say nothing to inprove on that.

"What's that odor?" asked Arlene.

"I't's coming fromup ahead," observed Al bert.

It was the familiar, old sour |enmon snell

unm st akabl e bouquet of finer zonbies everywhere.

As we resuned the journey, the terrain altered.

There were tw sted shapes on the horizon made of

somet hing pi nk and white that glistened in the sun
They rem nded ne of the flesh blocks that night stil
be poundi ng endl essly up and down on Dei nos.

These were shaped nore like the stalagmites |I'd seen

i n my spelunking days. They didn't bel ong out here.
The whi ff of sour |enbn grew stronger, which

meant zonbi es shanbling nearby or rotting in a ditch
somewhere close. My stomach churned in a way it

hadn't since Dei nos.

The sky altered as well. The blue slowy shaded into
a sickly green with a fewred streaks, as if pools of
green sludge were | eaking into the sky.

W were all quiet now, fearing that to say anything
was to ruin that |ast glow of quiet friendship before
the storm | glanced at Jill. She wore a determ ned
expression better than the President of the Council of
Twel ve wore his gun.

Arl ene and Al bert checked out the amo and guns,

nore for something to do. Jill was content to stay up
front and help drive the vehicle.

Arlene finally broke silence: "You know, Fly, they
gave us nmore than we can pack with us when we dunp
the Hunvee, if we're going to be able to stow aboard
the dammed train when it slows down."

"Yeah," | said. "Take what you can."

Jill 1 ooked over her shoulder. "Can | hel p?" she
asked.

"We're doi ng okay," said Al bert.

"You're not throw ng out nmy machi ne gun, are

you?" she asked suspiciously.

Al bert |aughed, the first sound of happi ness since

we crossed over into what | was al ready dubbing
Infernal Earth. "Honey, we'll toss food and water
before we |l et go of a good weapon."

"My nanme's not— she started to say, then noticed

Al bert's friendly expression. Context and tone of

voi ce made a difference. | wouldn't be surprised if we
weren't the first people in her life to treat her like a
per son.



There was the sound of an explosion to the west. "Is

that thunder?" asked Jill. She stared to the right, but
there was nothing to see.

"No," | said. "Someone is playing with fire-

crackers."

"Somet hing, nore likely," said Arlene.

"Behold," said Albert in a | ow voice, obviously
speaking to hinself, "that great city Zarahenl a have
burned with fire, and the inhabitants thereof."

Jill suddenly surprised me by turning around and
facing Al bert, asking: "Are you saying the nonsters
are a judgnent of God agai nst the human race?"

"No," he said, "I think it is a testing."

Arlene had pronised not to talk religion with the
boss. Now the circunstances had changed. Al bert was
a conrade. She'd tal k about anything to a conrade.
"Wul d you say what the Nazis did to the Jews was

a testing?" she asked angrily.

"The nmost inportant |esson fromwhat Htler did

to the Jews," he said calmy, "was that at the end of
the war, they were still in the world. 1'd call that a
testing, one they passed by surviving when the ' Thou-
sand Year Reich' was destroyed. |If they'd been de-
stroyed, it would have been a judgnent."

Arlene fumed at Al bert, but didn't say anything.
Qoviously, his answer irritated her at some |evel, but
she couldn't think of an intelligent response.

"I'n space," she said finally, "on Phobos, we found a
gi ant swastika." She let her observation hang in the
air, waiting for the Mornon to respond.

"What do you think it means?" he asked.

Arlene sighed. "I don't know, except it's a reason
for me to hate themnnore.”
"I would hate themjust as much," said Al bert, "if

you had found the cross up there, or the flag of the
United States, which I believe was al so inspired by
God. A synbol used by aliens neans nothing to ne.

W know them by their fruits.”

"Ch, fug," said Jill. "This is |like being back in class.
Don't give ne a test, Albert."

| figured it was a good tinme to nmove on. "I'mwth

Al bert," | said. "Symbols nmean not hi ng outside of

their context. But | never expected to hear that froma
religious guy!"

"I"'mfull of nysteries," he said.

| was glad for our little debate. It took our mnd off
the fact that the sky kept changing. It was now
conpletely green. Made ne think of fat frogs and

nmol d. The | enon stench was bad enough that it

seenmed the sanme as back on Dei nos and Phobos.

had forgotten how after a while you get used to

anyt hing and then you could ignore it.

Al bert rem nded us he was in charge of the map by

poi nting out we were nearing the sabotage point. "I'd
say we're a mle away," he said.

"Let nme take the wheel back, Jill." The kid didn't
argue, glad to say. | started slow ng down the

Hunvee

"W need to tip it over on the tracks just past that
curve," said Albert. "W don't want to derail the



train."”

"Right," | said. "They should see it in plenty of

time after they come around the bend."

"Have you given any thought to how we're going to

tip this nonster over?" asked Arlene. "It mnust weigh
a couple of tons."

"I sure have. That's why | brought al ong—Bl ock

and Tackle in a Drum"

She didn't seemto appreciate the hunor.
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No, really, A S. I'mnot joking."

"I''"'mnot |aughing."

| held up the drum

Arlene squinted. "C4? Plastic explosive?"

"Just a soupcon. A bit of spice for an otherw se

drab mssion."

The others stood back at a safe distance as | parked
the vehicle next to the tracks, nol ded a goodly gl ob
on both front and rear left tires, then rolled it forward
until the G4 was against the ground. | fused both
bunches with identical lengths of det cord, lay flat and
cl osed the connection

Jill covered her ears; clever kid.

The Hunvee is normally one of the npbst stable-

wheel ed vehicles ever built; but even its w de body
and | ong wheel base was never neant to stand up to a
doubl e charge beneath the left side. Wth a flash and a
bang, the G4 did its job: the wheels blew off, but not
before the entire vehicle jerked into the air and rolled
al ong the longitudinal axis, |anding upside down on
the rails. | held my breath as it skittered and spun—
but it came to rest still blocking the tracks.

I even had nore G4, just in case we'd needed a

slight adjustnent.

"That wasn't too tough," declared Arlene, standing

wi th hands on hips, surveying the undercarri age.

"Of course you'd say that," | conplained, "after
letting nme do all the work."

"You! You nean you and Charlie Four!"

"What do we do now?" asked Jill.

"W guard the gear," | said, "and hurry up and

wait. Hey, welcone to the arned forces."

"I nconsi derate of the fiends not to post their sched-
ules for us," said Albert.

"Anen," agreed Arlene, to Albert's anmusenent. |

had expected her to say something sarcastic in reply,
but she patted himon the arm They really seened to
i ke each other. Maybe their argunment over Judgnent
Day was a test for each other.

The idea, of course, was for us to clinb aboard

when the train stopped to clear the tracks. We'd stay
back until it started to nove again; then we'd take a
running | eap and catch the | adders, hunping up to the
r oof .

I was worried about Jill; | had no idea whether she
could make the junmp; and if she mssed . . . But she
was a wiry kid and | ooked like a tonboy. Al the
same, | quietly renmoved everything heavy from her

pack, including her ConmpMac ultramcro; couldn't
afford to et her drop it under the wheels ... or drop



hersel f.

"Can | put ny ear to the track and listen for the

vi bration?" asked Jill. "I sawthat in a novie."

"You don't think you'll fall asleep?' | asked back

"It could be a long wait."

She assumed the position and nanaged to stay

down for a good twenty m nutes before flipping over
and trying the other ear. Fifteen mnutes after that
she decided that it could be a long wait and joi ned us
over by the stuff, around the hill

"Why do they have to change the sky?" Jill asked.

"I don't know," said Arlene, "but it nakes ne
appreciate the night. At least we won't see the green
then. ™

Al bert passed around some beef jerky. W had

plenty of water and didn't have to worry about
rationing yet. We carried chlorine pills to purify the
wat er, which wouldn't help nuch if the aliens poi-
soned it with some nerve toxin.

Jill poked Al bert. "Wy do you think these are

denons if they can be killed?"

He | ooked at me, raising his brows.

"Don't give ne a hard time," | said. "I haven't

di scussed it with her. She can think for herself, you
know. "

"There are greater and | esser powers," he said.

"There is nothing wong with view ng these creatures
as alien invaders as our Marine friends do. But we
bel i eve they woul d not have taken on these guises

unl ess they were directed by genui ne denonic

forces."

"Then why don't we exercise thenP" said Jill.

Arlene smiled. "You nean exorcise, Jill."

"I like exercise better," | interjected. "Sonme of

t hese nonsters seem out of shape to ne. We should
capture one and PT the hell out of it."

" Speaki ng of which—= Al bert began, but he didn't

have to finish. The train whistle was high and |oud, a
lonely call fromthe remants of our world. "I don't
think you'll need to place your ear to the track," | told
Jill.

First, there was the rumbling. Then it cane around

t he bend, bigger than life, the engine the head of a
dragon, each car behind it a segnent of spinal cord.
Thousands of tons rushed toward our little Hunvee,
lying across the dark rails like a sacrificial offering.
"I't's not slow ng down," whispered Jill.

There was no way the man or nonster in the engine
couldn't see the obstacle in the path of the train. The
natural reaction was to slow and stop

I nstead, they chose the unnatural reaction—

di spel ling any doubts about what sort of creature was
driving. The nobnsters were anong us.

The dammed train sped up! The drone of the giant

di esel electric mtors drowned out the world, sinking
our great plan beneath drifts of sand as if drowning in
that dry ocean.

Jill rmoved forward, still going to give it a try; but no
way would | let her conmt suicide. | grabbed her arm
hard and shouted, "Back off, everyone!" If that behe-



mot h came off the tracks, it could expl ode and
obliterate us like bugs. | had other plans, forenost
anong themto stay alive

W ran, the roaring of netal-on-nmetal and groani ng
diesels directly behind us. W felt the inpact of the
collision before we heard it, as the vibration tuning-
forked through the desert into the soles of our feet and
up to our hearts. The sound ripped through ny head,
made ny teeth ache, and squeezed my lungs with the

wei ght of the crash.

Bible stories ran through ny head, the good old

Ki ng Janmes version, with the A d Testanent warnings
and massacres. Lot's wife | ooked behind her after the
Lord God told her not to. She was too curious for her
own good—ny kind of worman. | couldn't resist a
backward gl ance either

The train plowed through the Hunvee like it wasn't
even there except as a sound effect. Pieces of our
transportation flew at us, and | realized there was a
certain wisdomto Bible stories. This crap could sever
our necks and smash us to pulp. You could actually
hurt an eye.

W kissed dirt, and sonething whizzed past ny

right ear, but I had no curiosity to see what it was.
Fi nal ly, the dangerous sounds went away.

Standing up to see the remains of our vehicle, |
checked that ny three buddies weren't bl eeding or

buri ed under hunks of tw sted netal. The receding
train reeled drunkenly fromrail to rail, like an |Iowa
farmboy with a snootful on his first night of liberty. I
hal f expected to see a fat, red denmon riding in the
caboose, | eaning out and giving us the finger. Then
agai n, a good nunber of these beasties |acked the
digits and dexterity to perform such a feat.

"So," said Arlene, after a long, dramatic pause.
"What's Plan B?"

Jill occupied herself spitting out a mouthful of dirt,
whil e Al bert helped her to her feet. "Liabilities," |
said: "no Humvee; no train."

"Asset s?"

"W're alive; we still have our weapons."

"Feets do your stuff," said Al bert.

"We'll hike into Phoenix," | said. "It's already late

afternoon. Better for us to travel by night anyway,
especially on foot."

"CGreat," said Jill, but when she didn't continue the
conplaint, | let it slide. Alittle bitching fromthe
troops can have its salutary effects.

What ever the green crap in the atnosphere was, it
didn't prevent the stars coming out, although the
twinkle was a bit weird. Footsore and weary, we took
our first rest stop at m dnight.

"My first girlfriend lived in Scottsdale," said Al-

bert. "I always enjoyed Arizona."
"Was she a Mornon?" Arlene blurted out.
"No; I'"'ma convert. W didn't believe in nuch of

anyt hi ng, not even each other."

"Why do you like Arizona?" asked Arlene.

"The desert is clean. The nountains are clean. And
best of all, there's no humdity."



"You sound like a travel folder," | said.
"Not anynore," he sighed.
"We'| | get our world back, Albert,"” said Arlene.

An attack of commanditis seized Yours Truly: "If

we're going to save the Earth, then we need to sleep, in
shifts." | took first watch so everyone el se could sl eep
but Jill joined ne.

"I can't sleep," she said, "so don't try and nake

ne."

"No, I'mglad for your conpany,”" | said. "I hate

wasting the rest of the night, and I'mnot tired either
When Al bert and Arl ene wake up, |'mthinking we

shoul d nove on."

"Fine with nme," she said. "I think they're sweet on

each other."

| stared at Jill, wondering where the hell that

comment cane from | didn't say a word, but the

t eenager had given me sonething to think about

besi des how many rounds it took to put down a

spi derm nd

Absol utely not hing el se happened for four days,
except Arlene and Al bert spent a lot of tine arguing,
| eaving ne to debate conputer ethics with the

fourteen-year-old net-cop of the nonth. Jill was down
on even the slightest infraction against privacy ... by
anyone.

It was dawn on the fifth day when we arrived on the
out skirts of Phoenix. A nunber of buildings were

rubbl e, but some were still standing. W decided to
hole up in one of those. Wth weapons | oaded and in
hand, we noved in. | was pleased to note Jill handled

herself well. This was good. If anything happened, 1'd
be too busy to hold anyone's hand.

In the first alley we entered, we ran into an appeti z-
er of three pathetic zonbies. A bert, Arlene, and
acted so quickly that Jill didn't even get off a shot—
but it was her first contact with the eneny.

W rounded the corner and found ourselves in the

envi abl e position of staring at three zonbi e backs. It
was two nmales and a fenale; one of the nales a
civilian, the other an Arny sergeant, and the wonan
used to be a cop in life.

Any qual ns | had ever had about shooting wonen

in the back were burned out of me up on Phobos.

Phobos neant "fear," and fear was a marvel ous

teacher. Wthout a word, | swung ny doubl e-barrel ed
shotgun up to ny shoul der, sighted as if aimng for a
clay pigeon, and let fly with the outer trigger

The living-dead female cop pitched forward wth-

out a sound, her head vanishing in a haze of red and
green blood and gray brain matter. The other two
grow ed and started to turn, but the soldier-zonbie
took two taps in the head from Arl ene before he got
even hal fway around. She kept her AB-10 on single-
shot; no sense wasting anmmo.

The third zonbie was arned only with a stick of

some sort; it looked like it used to be a gas station
attendant. It shanmbled toward us, unafraid, of course;
its only desire was to beat us into a bl oody pul p and
per haps eat the remains.



Jill whinpered and sank to one knee, funbling her
AR-19 around. Her nunb, nervel ess hands shook

and she suddenly had not even the strength to pul

back the T-bar and cock the weapon.

Wl l, no reason to dunp a death on her conscience,
even a zonbi e death; she'd have plenty nore chances.
Sparing her a friendly glance, | raised nmy shotgun
again, the outer barrel still unfired. But Al bert beat
me to the punch, expertly firing a quick, three-round
burst that caught the zonbie in the face, destroying it
instantly. The guy was good: he had literally fired
fromthe hip on rock 'n" roll and tapped it perfectly.
| stole a look; his face was grim determined. | had
no troubl e believing he had been a sniper

The soup course consisted of five inps who were
attracted by the noise. Gven the time of day, thinking
of breakfast would be nore appropriate. Tine to fry

t he bacon.

They came shuffling around the corner, already
waddi ng up balls of flam ng snot. One was a fast
mother; it heaved its flame wad before we could get
off a shot, and Arlene had to hit the deck to evade.

| heard a snik-click, as Jill finally ran the slide,
cocking the hammer and slanmmng a round into the
chanber.

| discharged ny remaining barrel, knocking an inp

to the dirt; it was still alive. | crabbed sideways,
cracking the breech and sliding two nore shells
inside, while Albert fired short bursts, alternating
bet ween t he nearest inps. Each burst drove the target
backward a few steps.

Then a dead-eye spiny fromthe back ranks chucked

a mucus ball over the front ranks, catching A bert on
the shoulder. It splattered across his arnor, stil
burni ng, and he yel ped and dropped the Uzi clone.

Arl ene got to one knee, clicked the | ever one notch
down, and began firing bursts at the still-advancing

i nps. She focused fire on one inp at a lime, taking

t hem down.

One of themslid by us somehow, none of us saw the
dammed thing. Al of a sudden | turned and it was in
nmy face, hissing and screaming like death on two | egs.
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| backpedal ed but took a piece of flame wad

in the face anyway. Blinded and agoni zed, | dropped
the shotgun to the pavenent and grabbed my face,
screamng. | heard and felt the 180-kil ogram nonster

| oomi ng over ne, and | steeled nyself to take a savage
swi pe to the ribs.

The swi pe never came. | heard the high-pitched
"rimshot" sound of the AR-19 di scharging on ful

auto, and the nonster pitched forward agai nst me. |
rolled to slipit as it fell; | sure didn't want to get
crushed under neat h.

By the time | was able to blink nmy eyesight back

the rest of the spinys were roomtenp . . . and Jil
stood over the body of her very first kill, nmanaging to
| ook simultaneously triunphant, sick, and scared to
deat h.

"Congratulations, girl," | croaked, still grimacing at



the pain, "virgin no nore."

"Thanks." She | ooked as anbi val ent as she proba-

bly would in a couple of years, when she |ost the other
formof virginity . . . unless |I'mshowi ng ny age by
presum ng she hadn't already.

My m stake; one of the critters wasn't quite dead.
When we huddl ed to assess danmges, it leapt to its
feet and took off down the alley. Arlene, the Hernmes
of the group, bolted after the thing, Al bert hot on her
heel s.

W raced the inp. 1'd never seen one nmove this fast
before. Was it that this one had the sense to be afraid,
or had the genetic engineering nade some inprove-
ment s?

The inp scooted around a corner. Arlene foll owed,
then Albert, and finally Yours Truly. Jill was sone-
wher e behi nd.

W spied an open door across the alley, and Arlene
and Al bert nade a beeline for it; but | noticed a
nearby trailer was rocking back and forth, as if
someone had just entered.

"Over here!" | yelled. | wasn't used to an inp doing
somet hing as cl ever as opening a door to mslead his
pursuers before doubling back to his real objective;
but then | hadn't expected the inp on Phobos to talk
ei ther.

The door was | ocked, but a trailer door hardly
nerited the waste of ammpb. As | started to kick it, |
heard a fam liar sound. Once you've heard the

humm ng- whi zzi ng sound of a tel eporter, you never
forget it.

One good thunp and we were in; a few sparks of

[ight hung in space over the rectangul ar piece of
netal. "Damm," | said.

"Shazam " said Arlene.

"Huh?" asked Al bert.

"Just making a little joke before your tinme," she

sai d.

"Hey, |'ve had friends who take that stuff," Al bert

countered. "It's bad stuff, ma'am"
"We' || get into the cross-cultural discussion |ater
kids," | said. "Right now we have nore inportant

probl ems. Like, should we follow this one or |eave
wel | enough al one?"

"I'f we follow," said Albert, "it mght put us in the
center of this thing."

"I think we shouldn't follow exactly because it

m ght put us in the center of this thing," said Arlene.
They both had a good point. There was no ques-
tioning Al bert's courage; but Arlene and | had the
experi ence.

| felt a disturbance in the Force behind nme. Jil
squeezed in, her face hard, cheeks streaked where
she'd been crying. But she was in control, the nmask
tight.

"Let's vote on it," she suggested, denonstrating
she'd picked up some vile, egalitarian habits from
sonewher e

"Sure,” | said. "A show of hands for all those who
thi nk we should follow the inp through the



teleporter.” Al bert and Jill raised their hands. "Now,
t hose against." Arlene raised her hand.

"I'f you vote with her, it's atie," said Jill, proving
she'd taken sone courses in the H gher Arithnetic.
"It's not necessary for me to vote," | said, "because
Arlene's vote counts as three. The nays carry."

"Ch!" exclainmed Jill, frustrated. Al bert merely
shrugged.

"Let's put a guard on the grid," | said. "The spiny
could return with reinforcenents: hell-princes,

punpki ns—=

"Maybe even a steamdenon," Arlene added. W

could tell that the new nonster fighters weren't ex-
actly follow ng the conversation
"There's lots of different aliens,

said Arl ene.

"I know that," said Jill, a touch defensively.
"I'I'l take first watch,” said Albert. "If we're not
going to follow, |I'd suggest we hide out in the trailer

but maybe that's not such a good idea. Instead of
tel eporting, the—nmp?—might drive up with a tank
colum. Are we waiting until night before we | eave?"
"On foot we'd wait,"” | said, "but in this truck, the
Bad Guys will probably just assume we're nenbers of
the club. Who but a nonster or zonbie woul d be
driving in this region now? Besides, Albert is right; we
have to get out of here like now "
"Assum ng zonbi es can drive," munbl ed Arl ene.
"I'f they have brains enough to shoot, they have

brai ns enough to drive," | said.

"Can | drive the truck?" asked Jill, eyes wide. "It
woul d really be cool."

|'ve created a Frankenstein's nonster! | thought.

"Can you drive a stick?" | asked. She nodded. "A big

rig like this, double-clutching, multiple forward gears?
Have you ever?"

"Well, not this big," she admitted. "But |I'm sure

can handle it."

Normal |y, that woul dn't be good enough. But this

time, | wanted all three seasoned fighters in the back
in case the inp cane back with a beastie battalion
"Wait a minute," | said. "Maybe we can take the

truck and not be stuck with the dammed tel eporter.™ |
went back to it, crouched down and examined it
thoroughly. It was literally nmelded to the steel floor
the only way to leave it would be to ditch the entire
trailer. But we still had to get to a place of safety
before we could stop | ong enough to unhitch cab from
caboose.

"How about | go up front and | ook for the keys,"

said Jill, growi ng happier by the second. She wasn't
about to let this opportunity slip by her
"I"'mgoing with you," | said, praying the nonsters

woul d not choose this nonment to invade.

There were no keys in the cab, but I found a set in
one of those little magnetic hol ders outside, under-
neath the left front fender. This bothered ne. If the
nmonsters were using the truck, why would they hide
the key? O had they not even used this vehicle as a
vehicl e since they attached the tel eporter?

| didn't know how | ong we'd use the cab—naybe



only I ong enough to hop the next train, assum ng we
could warp back to the original plan. But in the field,
no plan was any good that didn't adjust instantly to
reality. If the truck could get us a good piece of the
way, we should go for it. If it caused nore problens,
then we could al ways switch back to playing hobo.

Jill opened the glove conpartnment and found a

map showi ng the nost direct route to L. A —good old

| -10; the best truck stops were marked for conve-

ni ence. The original driver had been nost obliging. If
we were |ucky, sonme of these stations m ght be
abandoned, with stocks of fuel waiting for us. | could
do without denmpnic attendants offering free human
sushi with every fill-up. 1'd definitely go with self-
service, even if | had to shoot it out for the privilege.
Jill started the engine and | gave her a |l ecture about
readi ng gauges. As if | had any idea what | was doi ng!
But you can't let kids think you don't know.

This led right into a few nore | ectures about

over heating the engine, dust storns, fatigue factors,
and hi ghway hypnosis.

At no point did Jill try to shoot nme. Her self-contro
was exactly what you demand of a good Mari ne.

"At |least there won't be many cars for me to run

into," she predicted. If | didn't know better, 1'd think
she wasn't trying to cheer me up
"Go west, young lady," | said as a parting shot.

"Find us sonmewhere safe to park and di sconnect. |

don't like hauling around this reinforcenment roach
coach. "

"See you later," she answered.

| returned to the back and caught Arlene grinning

like the Cheshire cat that just ate the bird store. Al bert
seened anused by sonething as well.

"You were up there a long tinme," she said.

"Looki ng for the keys," | answered sol emly.

"You took a long time getting back here since the
engine started," said Al bert.

| wouldn't let themget to me: "Gving her a few

hel pful tips, that's all. I"'msure she'll do fine." At that
preci se nonent the truck |urched forward and

stalled. Everything in the back shifted forward, except
for the teleporter pad. The tel eporter pad was just
fine.

Arlene laughed. At no point did | try to shoot her; if
Jill could hold it, so could |. I"'mtrained, a

pr of essi onal —.a Mari ne.

Jill finally got the hang of shifting—+ suppose she

had had sone traini ng—and we were on our way. She
proved herself a teenager by driving too fast; then she
swerved suddenly, creating a new nystery to sol ve:

what the hell was she avoi di ng?

Bei ng thrown around inside gave me notion sick-

ness; | hadn't felt this bad since the last time I was on
a friend' s boat and got seasick. But | wasn't conpl ain-
i ng. Not ne.

Besi des, just about the tinme | would have risked
Arlene's mrth, the spiny sent us a Christmas present.
There was a brief monent of warning, the hum

m ng and the glow. W trained our weapons on the



spot, allowing for a split second of identification
There was al ways the renote possibility of a human
escapi ng from helI.

Then the thing materialized. It wasn't a recruit for
humanity's arny. And it wasn't a zonbie, an inp, or

any other old friend. The bastards had sent us a new
nonst er .

There was sonet hing especially odd about the

appear ance. This sucker wore clothes! He had on red
shorts and a white T-shirt. At a quick glance, it |ooked
like a living skeleton in | ederhosen. There wasn't tine
for a closer | ook—we already delayed firing a second
too long. The idiotic wardrobe threw us off.

The thing junped at ne, picked ne up with one

hand and threw nme at the wall. | rolled with the

i npact and scranbled to ny feet, still holding onto

nmy twel ve-gauge; but before | could fire, the nonster
had Arlene in one claw and Al bert in the other. Thin

as it was, we were like rag dolls in its hands.

Jill was shouting through the partition, wondering

what was wong. | would have loved to tell her, but |
was ot herwi se occupied, waiting for a clear shot.

The skeleton flung Al bert down, but kept hold of

Arl ene. The angle made Arlene a shield, so | started
maneuvering around, trying to maintain ny footing

with Jill's increasingly panicked driving. As | tried for
a better position, the damed bone pile turned and
punched out Al bert!

| mean, it hauled off and slugged him and he went

down for the count. The stupid red shorts suddenly
seened |ike boxing shorts. If the invaders were devel -
opi ng a sense of hunor, | knew the true neani ng of
horror.

Adding to the fun, Jill started swerving |left and
right. Maybe she thought she was hel pi ng. She wasn't.

| heard a horrible crunching sound, and | was thrown

to the floor . . . but Red Skel eton remai ned pl anted as
if it had grown roots. Jill must have run into a car—
but fromhere, it was inpossible to tell whether it had
been parked or was tooling down the road with Satan
hinmsel f at the wheel. At the nonment, | didn't care
about anything except dismantling that freaking skel -
et on.

Back on ny feet, duck gun in hand, | shouted | oud

enough for Jill to hear: "Keep steady and keep going!"

| was afraid that if she cane to a sudden stop, it would
be an advantage for M. Bones. | needed ny opening.

Then the dumb nonster gave it to ne. He put

Arl ene down so he could slug her. | let himplace her

out of the line of fire, and the mnute she was down,
got in close to the thing and introduced its nouth to
both barrels. The nouth opened just |ike a human

one. | nmade sure it would never close again. | blewits
head cl ean off.

This slowed it down. Unfortunately, decapitation

was not the last word with this guy. He'd spent so
much time throwi ng us around |ike preteen sparring
partners, | hadn't even noticed the pair of rocket

| aunchers strapped to its back—dntil now. Inits
death throes, Bones bent forward |like a hinge and



fired a rocket fromeach tube

Its head was pointing toward the front. . . and

that's where the rockets went.

The thing splintering into constituent bones, but
Arlene was up fromthe floor intinme to scream"Jill!"

| was already out the trailer door and scuttling al ong
the runni ng board before the echo died away.
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The rockets bl ew through the front of the

trailer and the back of the cab, passing on either side
of a white-faced Jill while she was driving. Either side.
By sonme miracle worthy of every Holy Book ever

witten, both rockets missed her

"Jesus and Mary!" | shouted. | slid through the hole
where the cab wall used to be and sat down next to
Jill. She was white as cotton, shaking |ike an AK on

full-auto, gripping the wheel so hard | half expected
her to | eave indentations. First Rule of Talking to the
Driver Wien the Driver is in Shock: "It mssed you
Jill; you're all right."

She nodded very slowy, but didn't speak. | tried

anot her tack: "Wuldn't you like a break fromdriv-

i ng?" She nodded again. "Well, why don't you pul

over, uh, there," | said, pointing to a tree-lined side
street. There was not hing around here; we could pul
the plug on the teleporter trailer. Jill pulled over

"Wul d you stay up here on watch while | return to

the others?" | asked.

She finally spoke: "Yes. | will. Fly." | patted her on
t he shoul der, glad she'd addressed ne that way.
suspected she woul d be driving nore conservatively

after this. | decided not to ask her about the car
As Jill parked and sobbed, | craw ed back into the
trailer. "Qur new conveni ent, nbdern cab," | said,

"lots of ventilation makes it easier than ever to nove
back and forth."

My attenpt at gallows hunor fell on adder's ears.
"Fly," said Arlene, voice shaking, "maybe we shoul d
acqui re another vehicle."

"Why?" | asked. She stared at me dunbf ounded.

"Let's take a closer |ook at our newcritter,” | con-
ti nued.

On first contact it appeared to have no skin at all.
But cl ose exam nation showed a thin | ayer of al nost
transparent epiderms. Close up, it |looked a man in
the term nal stages of starvation

"I"d hoped we woul dn't see anything like this," said
Arl ene.

Al bert started to get the drift and asked: "You never
saw one like this in space?"

"No," | answered, "but we saw a pl ace where they
manuf actured creatures on an assenbly line."
"And living blocks of flesh," said Arlene. "I'm

certain it was human fl esh—experiments creating

human flesh.”

"The evils of science," said Albert.

| saw Arlene tense up, but this time it was ny turn
"There's no putting that genie back in the bottle, ny
friend. W master everything the universe offers, or
we're wi ped out, another failed experinent. No happy



nmedi um or ignorant bliss."

He held up his gun. "Maybe you're right," he said.
"Thi s weapon woul d be black magic to Joseph Snith.

I should pick on the engineers instead of the scien-
tists. Sone scientists say that sone things we can do,
we nust never do."

"Such as?" asked Arlene.

"CGodl ess genetic mani pul ation,"” he answered.

"That's what we're fighting, isn't it?"

"Scientists who talk that way are the worst traitors
to the human race,"” said Arlene. "I don't really mnd
religi ous people being afraid of new di scoveries," she
said, "but scientists are supposed to know better. This
eneny's greatest power is biology. They' ve turned it
into a superweapon. |If that means we have to learn to
use it ourselves, then we have to ... otherwise, we're
di sarmed. "

"You'd turn us into nonsters |ike that?" asked

Al bert, pointing at the dead one. "Or our children?"
he added.

"No, of course not," she said. "But why should you
object to genetically engineering angel s?"

"Because they already exist and will help us in the
hour of need."
"Mexi can standoff," | said. "This head-cutting is

officially declared a tie. Now, shall we return to the
matter at hand?"

"Well, Fly," purred Arlene, "whose turn is it to

name this sucker?"

"I"'msure it's yours," | lied.

She nust have al ready deci ded, because right away

she said, "That's easy; a bony."

"Brilliant," | said. "Don't you think so?" | asked

Al bert.

"I guess," he said. "I guess we should be able to tel
t hem apart."

"Al bert, would you mi nd checking on Jill?" | asked.

He was happy to get out of there. As Arlene and
started decoupling the trailer, | whispered in her ear

"So what do you think?"

"I think they're getting closer to copying our real
human form Even the stupid clothes are a dangerous
advance. A goal of the aliens is probably to create

fal se humans; if they succeed, they can infiltrate the
areas not under alien control . . . like Salt Lake City."
"W can expect better frauds as tine passes,” | said.
"Now let's get to the next town along the railroad |ine,
hop a train, and continue to L. A"

Al bert and Jill were glad to hear the new plan.

VWhile Arlene and | were busy worrying each other

Al bert had hel ped calmJill down to the point where

she insisted on doi ng whatever driving remai ned.
Fortunately, it was a sleeper cab for partnered

driving; we squeezed in, Arlene and Al bert in the

back, me up front with Jill, and set off down the road.
W passed a score of alien patrols, but the truck nust
have had the mark of the beast on the grill, for none of
themthrew us a second gl ance.

The next town along the line was Buckeye. W

ditched the truck cab, then waited for night. We found



an alley and enjoyed the busy sounds of night life in
this nodern world: troop trucks every few m nutes,

the tramping of little zonbie feet, screans of pain,
how ed orders from hell-princes, and the occasiona
eart hshaki ng tread of steam denons. Even nore
soothing to our shattered nerves were nmechanica
sounds that rem nded me of the spiderm nd, evi-

dently a smaller nmodel. | wondered if this one got
better ml eage.

"Have you noticed an odd thing?" whispered

Arl ene.

"You mean besides everything?" | replied.

"The aliens generally seemto know when hunans

are around," she said.

| hadn't thought about it before, but the facts
supported her. "How?"

"Remenber that |emony snell of theirs, right?" she
continued her line of argunent. "Wat if we snell as
bad to then? They m ght detect us by the odor we

give off."

"Maybe they deliberately give the reworked zom

bi es that odor so they can tell themapart fromliving
humans?"

"You know, A.S., if the aliens start manufacturing
infiltrators, they sure as hell can't snell |ike zonbies.
That woul d be a dead gi veaway." My heart bled for

the technical difficulties faced by the alien imagineers.
The i nportance of having Arlene and Yours Truly

on this mssion was the background we brought wth

us. Remenbering how we had turned the nonsters

agai nst each other upstairs, | figured we could try it
again when the time canme. In fact, it should be even
easier to turn the nonsters against the newinfiltra-
tors: they wouldn't smell w ong enough

Meanwhil e, there was the little matter of our imme-

diate survival and carrying on to L.A. . . . and that
meant hopping a freight as soon as possible.
"I have another plan," | told my |oyal troops. |

hoped it would sound as good to ne as | was about to
make it sound to them

W waited for another truck to go by before settling
down to the conference. It was easy to size up the
strengths and weaknesses of our little foursonme. Jil
was brainy but callow Al bert was forthright, strong,
reliable, stalwart, and no dumry. But he had yet to
show the special kind of intelligence and instincts
needed for conmand (another reason for the Presi-
dent of the Twelve not to press about who woul d
command this mssion). Arlene was cynical and so-

phi sticated, the best wonan soldier |1'd ever known.
But at some deep | evel she | acked a certain badness
that was so nuch a part of Yours Truly that | didn't
have to think about it.

The reason for me to be in charge was that |

woul dn't hesitate to sacrifice all our lives if | thought
it would make a difference in winning a crucial battle
in this war. Arlene could make the sane deci sion, but
she'd hesitate where | wouldn't. In a strange way,
was the safest of the adults to befriend the teenager
because no friendship or enotional ties would cloud



my mlitary judgnent. Wth all that Arlene and | had
faced up to this point, | counted myself fortunate that
we had survived. | was also glad that | hadn't needed
to be a perfect bastard. Yet.

The truck passed, and they waited to hear the plan
"You all know that we nust infiltrate the train station
and stow away on an outgoing train. The risk will

i ncrease once we do this. Let nme point out that unti

we reach the eneny computers, Jill is the only one not
expendabl e. After she retrieves the data, everyone is
expendabl e, so long as one of us survives to get it
through to the War Technol ogy Center. Get it out to
Hawaii; they'll find you."

"Yes," said Arlene calmy. Al bert nodded. Jil

stared w de-eyed as ny words registered.

| continued: "I noticed a nunber of abandoned
grocery stores as we were working our way in. | don't
know i f zonmbies still eat human food, but | doubt it.

And I'mcertain the nonsters don't."

"Maybe the aliens can't digest what we eat," said

Al bert.

"Well," mused Arlene, "they can eat us; and we are

what we eat." She was being her usual, grisly self; but I
was the only one who sml ed.

"Whatever," | said. "So here's the plan. Al bert, you
buzz to one of these stores and collect all the rotting
| enons you can. "

"I get it," he said. "That'll snell |ike those zonbies
we gunned down . "

"Like all zonbies," said Arlene.

" and confuse their sniffers,” he finished his

t hought. "Arlene—aould you come with me?" He

paused, as if surprised at what he'd said. He | ooked at
me, remenbering our informal chain of command.

"Is it all right if she cones with me?" he asked. "I
mean, if it's okay with her." He stared at her a little
sheepi shly.

"I was going to assign you one of us," | said. "So

long as there are four of us, it's crazy for one to go off
al one. W'l always pair off when we have to sepa-
rate."

"I"'d like to go with Albert, then," said Arlene in an
even tone of voice, betraying nothing.

"Fine," | said. "Jill and I will wait here until you
return. We'll assune you've run into trouble if you're
not back by, hm 2200." Anmong itenms | was gratefu

for, we still had functional watches. Who gave a dam

what day of the week or nonth it was any | onger? The
i mportance of a wistwatch was to coordi nate ac-
tivity.

Jill and | watched as A&A checked their weapons

and noved out. They ran across the open space,
Arlene first, Albert bringing up the rear, and then
coul d breat he agai n.

"Wien do we nove out?" asked Jill.

"In a nmonment. We're still safe here."

The word "safe" triggered sonething in her. "I
hadn't thought about it until what you said, but I
don't like being nore ..."

"Critical to the mission."



"Uh-huh. Critical. It feels weird."

"Don't worry," | said. "After you' ve done your
hacker bit, you have pernmission to die with the rest of
us." | tried for a light tone of voice but the words

sounded wrong.

"I"'mnot afraid to die," she said.

"I know you're not. You did great in the truck, the
way you kept driving. |I'mproud of you." Her whole
body rel axed when | told her that.

| figured she could handl e sonme nore of ny deep

t houghts. Arlene and | had been through so nuch
together that there were things | could say easier to
the new recruit: "Cowardice is usually not the prob-
lemin war, Jill. Mst people have nore guts than they
realize. Mdst can be trained to do all right."
"What's the problem then?" she asked through

slitted eyes.

| looked up and down the alley. W were still alone,
and it was a pleasure to hear the sounds of denonic

i ndustry nmuffled and di stant. The danger was at arms
| ength, a good place to keep it as long as possible.
"In a way, we're lucky to be fighting nonsters."
"Lucky?" she hal f shout ed.

"Keep your voice down!"

"Sorry."

"Fighting nonsters makes it easy. Up to now, al

the wars on Earth have been between human bei ngs.
That's nuch harder."

Her face scrunched up as she pondered what | said.

It was |ike watching thoughts march across her face.
"I could never hate human beings the way | hate the
denons, " she said.

"You're lucky to feel that way," | said.

"How does fighting nmonsters make it easier?" she
threw at ne. "They're harder to kill than people."
"W don't take any prisoners," | said. "W don't

have to worry about any of that. And if we did take
one, we don't have to deci de whether we shoul d
torture him Hell, we don't even know if they have a
nervous systemlike ours."

"Torture?" she asked, w de-eyed again. Then she

t hought about it. "I could torture them™

"To get information?" | asked.

"To pay them back for what they' ve done."

"Could you torture humans if they' d done the sane

t hi ngs?"
"I don't know," she said. "Wat kind of torture?"
Looki ng at her, | remenbered an officer who briefly

passed through Parris Island as ny class officer before
nmoving on to Intelligence, maybe even the Cl A (who

knows?) .
He took a whol e slate of nedical courses, though he
had no interest in being a doctor. He had a weak, linp

handshake. He probably couldn't fight his way out of

a revolving door. He scared the living crap out of ne.
| figured I'd given a fourteen-year-old enough to chew
on for one day.

"Any kind." | didn't el aborate.

"I think I could torture any humans who join the
aliens," she said.



"Then you're hone free," | said. "I don't think the
eneny is doing any recruiting except for zombies."
She brightened. "And we know what to do with

them don't we, Fly?"

"We sure do." | tried out one of ny playful punches
on the kid's arm like |I did with Arlene. She pulled
away at first, then sort of apol ogetically punched
back. She gave off all the signs of having been abused
once. By human bei ngs, probably. Human bei ngs

al ways confuse the issue.

Now it was time for us to hurry up and wait.
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I kind of felt bad |eaving Fly and the kid to go
traipsing off with this geek

The first time | saw Al bert, | thought he was a trog
Maybe it was the way he held his weapon agai nst the
head of the only other man in ny life besides WI hel m
Dodd who's ever been really worth a dam: Flynn
Taggart, corporal, United States Mnkey Corps. As |
joined this Mrmon beefcake on the grocery store
expedition, | found nyself sneaking gl ances at his
profile, and finding strength where 1'd first suspected
weakness.

I've always | oved strong nen. That's how | remem

ber nmy father. He died when | was only ten, so | may
not remenber himw th conplete objectivity. But
that's the way | want to think of him | grew up
defending his nmenory agai nst ny brother, who acted

i ke a snot and sai d Dad deserted us.

| hadn't thought about my fanmily since the invasion
began, except when Fly got nme going on ny brother

and the Mornmon Church. |'d be happy to keep it out

of my mind and off my tongue, except that Al bert
asked me: "You don't |ike Mrnons nuch, do you?"

W were in an alley outside a likely grocery store,
taki ng a breather. Zombies were unl oadi ng bread
froma bread truck, an eighteen wheeler. Bet the boxes
didn't contain bread; and | wasn't sure | wanted to
know what was really in them

"I have a problemw th all institutional churches,"” |
said. "It's nothing personal." O course, it was per-
sonal and I'mnot a very good liar

"I'f you don't want to talk about it, I1'll understand,"”

said Al bert diplomatically. The big dork had sone
smarts.

Maybe | should talk to him Fly and | were so close
that we couldn't verbalize everything there was be-
tween us. He had a little-boy quality that was attrac-
tive in a friend but definitely not what | wanted in a
| over. Maybe it was part of the Mrnon conditioning,
but Al bert projected father qualities.

The one time | let nyself be tal ked into therapy,

back in college when ny famly was expl odi ng, |
dropped hundreds of dollars to be told what | already
knew. My ideal male friend would be the brother

never had. Fly was just what the doctor ordered. My

i deal | over was Daddy. The therapist was a Freudi an
so he didn't have nuch imagi nation

The wonen's group | hung out with for one sum

mer had a lot nmore imagination. It wasn't ny fault



that the experiences of nmy youth fit the Freudi an
pattern better than they did the theories of the sister-
hood. It just cane down that way.

So | saw the concern in Al bert's face, a guy who

wanted to be a pillar of strength to some All-

Anerican Gal, and it was hard not to cut himsone
slack. Here we were, huddl ed down together in a dark
snelly alley, ready to save the human race fromall the
deni zens of hell, and poor old Al bert was concerned
about how I felt about his religion

A nmore el enmental kind of man would just be trying

to put the make on me, arguing that the human race is
near extinction and let's make | ove while we can and

t hi nk about the future instead of the self, babe.

Not Al bert. Not Fly. In conpletely different ways,

both these men were gentlenmen. And Jill was a fine
young lady. | could have done a |l ot worse in choosing
conpani ons for Armageddon

"Albert, | won't lie to you again. | do have a hang-

up about the Mrnon Church; but it won't affect us. |
respect you, um in spite of it."

H's voice was polite, if alittle frosty: "Thank you.
won't pressure you about it."

Vell, if | could tell Fly sone of it, | didn't see why I
couldn't talk to the big Mrnmon. Again the thought
cane to me that | could get nore off ny chest with
this relative stranger. As close as | was to Fly, ny
pl at oon pal, there was a reticence with himl could
never shake.

If | said to Fly that "there are some things you

woul dn't understand,” he'd stare at me with his what
the hell are you tal king about expression and make ne
feel like a silly, enotional girl; he wouldn't do it
deliberately, but the result would be the sane.

The truth was there were certain things | didn't

want to share with Fly. The reasons were enoti onal
and those were never good enough reasons for him
"Albert," | said, feeling the shape of his nane as
spoke it for the first tine froma quiet place inside, "I
want to tell you about my brother."

"Il listen; but you don't have to if you don't—=
"He was never really what you'd call a real man;

mean, | don't think he would have made a good
Marine. Had the bad luck to be really pretty . . . not
like a guy; | mean a girly-man kind of pretty. You

know, delicate features, pale skin, |long, beautifu
| ashes like a girl."

"Bi g guy?"
"Yeah, right. Wien | was twenty, | outweighed him
by ten pounds—+ nean, five kilograms . . . gotta be

mlitary here."

"Own. That can be rough."

"It got worse. A lot of the older guys in the

t heat er -he did stage-crew stuff for the Spacelings—
they kind of canme on to him Real aggressive, gay
stuff; sonetinmes the theater can get |like that, and
anybody who says it can't never did theater in L. A or
New York. | don't even know if they were serious, or
of they just wanted to freak him but Buddy—

" Buddy?"



"Heh, blame himfor that. He was nanmed Anbrose,

so he called hinmself Buddy. Buddy got real scared that
he was, you know, gay. It wouldn't have mattered if he
were; he would've said, 'Hey, like, that's it,' you
know? But he wasn't. He wasn't really anything; so he
totally bugged."”

"I don't know what to say. |'ve never had that
problem 1've always known | was a flani ng hetero-
sexual . "

"So he kept always trying to prove his manhood

you know, shoving little girls around, sticking his
zi nger in any doughnut hole he could find. He even
once ..." | hesitated.
"Wth you?" asked Al bert, suddenly too perspica-
cious for words. Dam it.
"It was pathetic; really negative zone. | took him
down so fast he cracked the sound barrier between
vertical and horizontal. And it wasn't too |long after
that he fell in with a bad crowd and suddenly deci ded
he woul d convert to Mornonism”
"What were you before that?"
"What do you expect? ' Sanders,' Episcopalian, as
close to the Church of England as you can get in the
us."
"How | ong did he stay with us?"
"Ei ght nonths; he noved to SLC, noved back to
Hol | ywood half a year later. | think he showed up at
the Overland church a couple tines, then found a new
savior: a drug called tank. Ever hear about it?"
"Nope. 'Fraid |'mnot up on the drug culture
not fromthe using perspective. Your brother's prob-
lens are his own maeking," said Al bert. "Wuld you
feel the sane way about the Catholics or Lutherans or
Baptists, if he used themas a rest stop on the road to
hel | ?"

That made nme smile. "Albert, | had no idea you
were so eloquent! | admt |'m prejudiced; when |I'm
t hi nking about it, |I'mpissed at all organized religion

but only the Mornons cut into my guts like that.

t hi nk church enabl es aberrant behavior."

Al bert laughed, and | had to adnmit | sounded

ponpous. "Tenples too?" he asked.

"Ch, right," | said. This nman had debated at sone

point in his life. "All religion, especially the ones that
pretend not to be. They all say theirs is a way of life or
an ethical systemor a personal relationship with
God—+t's only the other guy who has a religion."

"Arlene, I'd Ilike to ask a favor of you. Please don't
tell Fly about our talk. I like things the way they are
ri ght now between all of us. | don't want to do

anything to distract Taggart from doing the fine job
he's doing."

"I keep confidences. You listened to ny story, that's
all.”

He shifted his bul k against the wall so he could sit
nore confortably. "You nmentioned your brother

getting involved with drugs. So did I, fromthe other
side. | don't like to talk about being a Mrine sniper
it's a private thing between ne and the Lord. But one
week, | was assigned to kill a wonan who was



suspected of being the primary noney | aunderer for
the Abiera drug cartel in Col onbia."

"No great loss,"” | said, far too quickly.

He noved closer, as if he thought the nonsters

m ght overhear and report his confessions to Satan

Central. "Arlene, | said she was suspected, not

proven. "

"Ch," was all | could think to say. | said it with
sincerity.

"I"d never killed a woman before. They call it
termnation, but it's killing. | don't nake it easier by
playing with words."

"There goes your career in the mlitary," | said,

liking himbetter all the time. "So you were to
termnate this wonan with extrene prejudi ce because
she was a suspect."”

He nodded, unable to speak for a nonent. "Strong
suspect. But | had a lot of problenms with it. It went
agai nst my noral |earning."

| was having an attack of sarcasm and coul dn't keep
it bottled up. I hit himwith: "Killing all the suspects
in the hope you get the target? The Church of Centra
Intelligence makes that a sacranent.”

"No, | nean killing a woman. In the end | decided

if I couldn't justify killing her, then how coul d
justify killing a guy who was supposed to be a
renegade colonel from Stasi? | did himthe nonth
before. "

"Now who's playing with words?"

"Killed himthe nmonth before. He was training
Shining Path terrorists to be sent over to Kefiristan to
hel p the Scythe. It came down to one thing: either
trusted nmy superiors knew what they were doi ng, or
didn't."

He wanted to be frank with ne, but the words

choked in his throat. | hel ped himalong. "You killed
her," | said.
"I killed her, yes. | still think she was guilty."

Suddenly, | chuckled. He | ooked at ne as if 1'd
conpletely lost my mind. "No, no, Albert, it's not
what you think. I'mlaughing about all the trouble
America went to trying to protect fuck-ups like ny
brot her."

My use of the past tense brought both of us back to
the i mediate nightmare. "I think we're all sinners,"”
he concluded. "W all deserve to die and be dammed;
we earned that fate when we di sobeyed the Lord.

VWhich is why we need the Savior. | take responsibility
for the blood on ny hands, even if | let H mwash it
clean. | don't blane the Church, the Marines, ny
parents, society, or anyone or anything else."

"We have a difference there, ny friend,”" | told him

"1 blame God."

"Then you bl ane the nature of things."

"Yeah, | guess | do. 'The nature of things' is waiting
for us beyond this alley with claws and horns, |ight-
ning and brinmstone. My only regret is that |I won't

nmeet God when | have a rocket |auncher."” | knew

was getting worked up and discussing religion; but I
was talking to a hunman being, not the President of the



Twel ve.
And really, Arlene Sanders, are you sure you're not
trying to wash away the bl ood on your hands, the blood
of a whol e conpound of innocents who m ght die

because of your stupid m stake, sending a radio nes-
sage to co-opted Col onel Karapetian? | shuddered and
shut of f the thought.

"You can't blow up God, Arlene,’

he said in an

annoyi ngly tolerant tone of voice. | expected ny

bl aspheny woul d get nore fire out of him

| tried one last tine, while | still had ny nmad on
"He made Hinself flesh once, didn't He? If He'd do it
again ..."

"I think you'd find the cross a heavier weapon to
carry than a bazooka, Arlene. Sonmehow | don't see

you nailing anyone to a cross."

| alnost told himabout the row of crucified hell-
princes the punpkins had used to adorn Dei nos and

how |'d happily do the sanme; then |I made mysel f shut
up instead. |I'd said enough. Mre than enough. The

qui et, easy way he was dealing with my outburst told
me that Albert was a nman of faith so strong | coul dn't
crack it with a BFG Besides, | had the feeling he
woul d start praying for me if |I didn't cool it.

"Thank you for telling ne about Colonbia," | said.
"There's no one 1'd rather talk to than you, Arlene.
Now | et's get back to work."

Dam if | wasn't becoming attracted to honest

Al bert. For the first tinme in weeks, | thought about
Dodd, ny—ny guy, who was zonbified; ny |over

whose body | put out of its msery.

A small glinrer of guilt tried to build up into a fire,
but | doused it with anger. We all had our problens.
W were all human. | was sick and tired of thinking
about all the things |I did wong or could have done
better. Humanity was not a weakness; it was a
strength, and our job was to win back our world, and
damm it, why did | hesitate to think "lover" when

t hought about WIllie? Was it because it had the word
"love" init?

Darling Dan's Supernmarket was the next battlefield.
The zonbi es finished unl oading the crates of whatev-
er and drove off in the bread truck. Now the coast was

clear.

"Cone on," | said.

"Ri ght behind you," he said.
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W slipped into the supermarket through the

back delivery door and worked our way toward the
front. Lights were flickering on and off with the sane
irritating strobe effect that Fly and | had to deal with
on Deinos so friggin often. Maybe these guys weren't
sl oppy, slovenly, indifferent creeps; maybe it was
sone kind of aesthetic statement. Al | knew was
flickering light gave nme a headache and made ne want
to unload a clip at the first refugee from Hal | oneen
who happened across ny path.

"Come on," said Albert, a few steps ahead of ne

NOW.

I loved symmetry as much as the next guy. "Right



behi nd you," | quoted. It was the next best thing to
dancing with him

Inside the main part of the store, the fluorescent
lights were on and burning steady. But the refrigera-
tion was off, and there was a rotten snell of all kinds
of produce, mlk, and neat that had been |l et go before
its tinme.

"Ew," said my Mornon buddy, and he hit the

center of the bull's-eye. The neat snelled a | ot worse
than the bad vegetable matter. And oh, that fish

If I hadn't been wi de awake on adrenal i ne—

conpared to which caffeine is harmess kid stuff—
woul d never have believed what | saw next. Not hing

on Phobos or Deinps had the feeling of a fever dream
conpared to the spectacle of...

"Hell in the aisles," breathed Al bert.

The grocery store was as busy as a Saturday after-
noon in the good old world. Mom and Dad and t he

ki ds were there. Young |overs wandered the aisles.

M ddl e-cl ass guys with m ddl e-sized guts in ugly T-
shirts pushed shopping carts down the center aisle
with no regard for who got in the way. Nothing had
changed fromthe way it used to be ... except that
everyone was dead.

Zombi es on a shoppi ng spree. Eyes never to blink
agai n. Muths never to formwords, but to drool foul-
snel ling, viscous liquid worse than anything in an old
wi no's stomach. Hands reaching out to grab anything

or anyone that fell in their path.

The sour | enon odor was so concentrated that | had
troubl e breathing and Al bert's eyes were watering; ny
throat was filling with sonething unpl easant.

The nearest zonbie to us had been a big man once,

a football player would have been ny guess. Thick

blue lines stretched across his face; | couldn't tell if
they were veins or grooves or painted on. Next to him
stunbl ed the remains of a cheerl eader whose | ong

hair she'd probably taken good care of a long tine ago
in the world | ost way, way back ... in the previous
nmont h. The zonbie girl's hair |ooked |ike spiders had
tangl ed thensel ves up in their own webs and di ed on
her head.

These two were the best-1ooking zonbie couple.

The nearest famly was disgusting; especially the
thirteen-year-old boy (what had been a thirteen-year-
old boy). Part of his head was m ssing. It | ooked
nelted, as if a big wad of caranmel had been left out in
the sun and gone bad on one side.

A thin, bald nman | ooked |like a scarecrow with a

| aughi ng skull on top. Hi s right cheek was nissing and
the few teeth that hadn't fallen out on that side nade
me think of kernels of uneaten corn or keys on an
unpol i shed pi ano.

Two zonbie Grl Scouts carried filthy boxes in their
pal e hands. One dropped a box and several fingers
spilled out. A man dressed as an undertaker fell to his
knees and shovel ed the fingers into his nouth where
they stuck out Iike pale worns. A dead priest groped
at the attache case of a dead account executive over a
pile of fish left to rot on the floor. The zonbi e odor



was so pronounced that | could barely smell the week-
old fish.

"Are you all right?" asked Al bert. | nodded but
didn't look at him "You're staring at them"

Al bert's words were like an echo fromFy. My old
buddy al ways gave good advice, |ike not focusing on
any details that wouldn't help the mission. But this
was the first tine I'd seen so many of these human
caricatures this close when | wasn't engaged in taking
t hem apart.

"I'"mokay," | whispered, pulling Al bert back in the
shadows. "We're doing fine. The stink in here is so
bad they couldn't snell out live humans to save
their—=

"Lives," he finished ny inappropriate imge.

"Let's get the | enmons and get out of here.”

There's never any arguing with good sense. But as

we took another | ook-see, the zonbie density inside
the store was worse than a minute ago. "Were the
hell are they all comng fron?" | asked.

"Probably," Al bert agreed.

The scene was becom ng even nore surreal. Zom

bi es pushi ng baskets up and down the aisles, grabbing
cans and boxes of junk food (which would take a | ot
nore than the end of the world to go bad). Sone of
the zonbi es were engaged in what seened to be

pur poseful activity, noving itenms fromone shelf to
anot her and then back agai n.

They didn't eat any of the groceries. They seened
caught up in the behavior of the past, as if the
program had been so hard-wired into their skulls that
not even losing their souls could erase the ritual of
going to the grocery store.

And then suddenly the lights went out. Watever

had kept the generator going was defunct. "What do
we do now?" asked Al bert.

"Take advantage of the situation," | said. "This is
fortuitous. W should have put the generator out
oursel ves. W can pass easier for zonbies if they don't
see us. They're too stupid to do anythi ng about the
dark."

If there is ever a Fanpus Last Wrds Award, |I'm

sure that 1'lIl receive sufficient votes to nake the fina
ball ot. No sooner had | nade ny confident assess-
ment than flickering, yellowlight filled the store.

Dozens of candles were lit. | could imagine Fly saying
in his I-told-you-so tone of voice, "If they can stil
shoot their weapons, they can do a | ot of other

t hi ngs."

It was bad enough when Fly was right so often in
person. Now | was carrying himaround in my head to
tell me when | nade a mi stake!

Not everything the zonbies lit was a normal can-

dl e. Sone gave off a heavy snell of burning butter or
fat. | didn't want to think about sone of the itens
they m ght be using for torches.

"I wonder how |l ong before they burn the store

down, " said Al bert.

"They haven't yet," | said. "Let's get those | enons
and get the hell out of here!™ As we went out into the



throng, nmy heart was pounding so hard that | worried
some of the creatures would hear it. Then they

woul dn't need to snell us out or see our TV-
conmer ci al -snooth conplexions to turn us into

today' s | unch speci al

Mat ches still flared as zonbies | ooked for itenms to
[ight up. A "Price-Buster" banner suddenly caught
fire and went up in flanmes. It didn't set anything el se
on fire. For the first and probably last time in ny life, |
was grateful to be ampbng zonbies at that nonent.

Real , |ive human bei ngs woul d have freaked and

caused a panic nore dangerous than a fire. The
zonbies didn't care. And of course they didn't bat an
eye.

To be fair to Fly, he never overestimted zonbi es;

he just didn't want me underestimating them For

what Al bert and | had to do now, we had to count on
zonbie stupidity. | made nmy way over to a pile of
hand baskets and took one. Al bert stuck behind ne a

| ot closer than Peter Pan's shadow.

| passed himthe basket and noticed that his hands
were shaking. | sure didn't blame him In fact, | had
the strong feeling that he'd be doing a lot better in ful
conbat against the nonsters. Wth his religious back-
ground, bodies of the reani mated dead had to be

heavy stuff.

If | remenbered correctly, and | always do, the

Mor nons had a nore ol d-fashioned i dea of the body.
One thing | could give Fly's nuns—+the Catholic

Church didn't nmake you worry about what happened

to your body in a war zone if your soul was in good
shape. The nore spiritual the faith, the nore popul ar
| figured it would be in the atom c age, where we can
all be zapped out of existence in the pulse of a

nucl eus.
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Al bert's fear sort of nade ne nore daring
After | got my award for Fanous Last Words, |'d use

it to join Psychos 'R Us. This situation was so insane
that | started to think it m ght work.

We turned a corner and saw a zonbi e- woman

sitting on the ground. She had two candl es, a bag of
charcoal, and a cigarette lighter; four itens, two
hands. She couldn't decide which two itens to hold.
So she kept picking up two of them dropping them
and pi cki ng up anot her random pair.

| looked over at Albert and tried a little tel epathy.
As usual, the results were nothing to worry the

nei ghbor hood skeptics. Since Al bert wasn't picking
up on my silent nessage, | stepped forward and
waited for ny opportunity. The next time the

zonbi e-girl dropped her candle and lighter, | sinply
reached down and picked them up

Now that 1'd solved the zonbie's quandary, she got

up and stunbl ed vaguely down the aisle with the

ot her candle and the charcoal. | started to pass the
l[ighter to Albert, then changed ny m nd and gave him
the candle, which I lit. |I preferred keeping the thing

that actually made fire.
Pl ayi ng somewhere in the back of ny head were al



those ol d horror novies where the one thing nonsters
fear is fire. Wen | was a kid, sneaking those novies
| ate at night when everyone el se was asleep, | never
t hought | was boning up on docunentaries. At |east |
hadn't used a hanmer and stake yet in fighting these
bastards; but | intended to keep my options open

W staggered down the aisle, trying to | ook suitably
undead, and headed for the produce section. W

qui ckly grabbed plastic bags and filled themw th the
nost di sgusting remains of |enmons and |inmes we

could find.

The Iines weren't even a little green any | onger;
they were dull gray wi th black splotches. Although the
| enons were still yellowi sh in spots, the other colors
wer e dark and unwhol esome. They were the sort of
colors | preferred ignoring.

O her zombi es began gat hering around us and j ust
standi ng there. Maybe our purposeful actions were

too purposeful. Did these idiots have the brains to
recogni ze nonzonbi e behavi or?

| tried to think and | ook stupid, but that wasn't
what was required. Pretending to be mndless is nuch

more difficult. | let my mouth hang open and tried to
work up a good supply of drool. Albert picked up on
the idea ... the fact I found himimediately con-

vinci ng shoul dn't be taken as a put-down. But, nan,

did he | ook the part when he put on his goggl e-eyed
stare.

The act seenmed to help a little. Some of the zonbies
left us alone and found other things to stare at. One

| arge bl ack man—what had been a bl ack nman—

dressed as a high school coach, continued to bl ock our
way, staring at the basket of rotting produce instead of
us. He started to get on nmy nerves. Wen | noved

either to the right or left, he shifted slightly . . . just
enough to suggest he was willing to block us if we
wanted to nove up the aisle.

W mght very well want to nove up the aisle

because the crowd was starting to press in behind us,
cutting off that avenue of escape. | couldn't renenber
if we had cl osed the door behind us when we sneaked

in the back. Gther zonbies could be conming in that

way, dead feet shuffling forward, guided by dead

brains to regain a fragment of the living past.

A sound cane out of nowhere. It was so strange that

| didn't even associate it with the wal ki ng corpses
henming us in. It was sort of a | ow mew ing sound,

com ng deep fromwi thin chests where no heart beat.

A humm ng, rasping, enpty, lost, nournful, aching

sound ... a chorus of the dammed calling out to any
living humans left in the world, as if to say:

Cone join us; life's not so good! Conme and be with

us. W are lonely for conpany. You can still be
yourselves. The habits of a lifetinme do not di sappear
only because life has spilled out. If you | oaded a
weapon in life, you can still do it in death; the routine
will survive; all that will be burned away is the constant
worry to prove yoursel f, make distinctions, show pride.
Judge not; there is no point when you're dead.

| wanted to scream | wanted to take nmy 10mm and



start firing, and keep firing until I'd w ped them al
fromthe surface of the Earth. Aboveground was for
the living! The dead bel onged underground, feeding
the worms, who still had a function to perform

The zonbies were the pure nob, devoid of intelli-
gence and personality. Staring at themin their own
flickering candlelight, trying to pass, remni nded ne
how nmuch | hated Linus Van Pelt, who said he | oved
manki nd, it was people he couldn't stand. Earlier,
read a book by H L. Mencken, who said he had no

| ove for the human race as a whole, but only for

i ndi vi dual s.

I ndi vi dual s. The whol e point of evolution. |ndivid-
uals. The only justification for the Anerican revol u-
tion, for capitalism for love. There were only two
individuals in this cemetery that used to be a grocery
store, and | was one. The other gestured at ne that the
basket of rotten citrus was full and we shoul d be
leaving, if we could find a path through the wall of
pal e, stinking, shanbling flesh

Al bert took the |ead. He picked up one of the |inmes
and threw it up the aisle. It was a long shot, but it paid
of f when an ancient nenory reached out fingers like a
gropi ng zonbi e and touched sonething in the coach's
brain. He turned and shanbled after the line like it
was a thrown ball.

W followed in the wake left by the big zonbie
pushi ng through the crowmd. By the time the coach
reached the lime, he had forgotten about us, which is
saying it stronger than | intend. W were nerely a
series of inpressions, of light and sound distracting
the zonbie for a brief noment.

The front door beckoned. It was standi ng wi de

open, so we didn't have to worry about the power. A
fire was burning somewhere down the street, narking
the path we would take if we made it outside.

Qur | ast obstacle was the long line at the checkout,
believe it or not. A zonbie-woman stood at the cash
regi ster, responding to old job conditioning as the
others had fallen into the role of shoppers. She stood
behi nd the counter, banging on the keys of the register
with a clenched fist. The sight was too rmuch, too
friggin' bizarre even after all that we had seen.

| aughed. It wasn't very loud, and | managed to choke
it off at about the half-chuckle point.

But it drew attention

Maybe the shred of a brain that still functioned

i nsi de the ex-cashier's head was back fromits coffee
break, but she stopped bangi ng the keys and | ooked at
nme. Then she opened her nouth, disgorging a cock-
roach that had been making its home there. A gap in
her neck reveal ed the probable entrance to the bug
condo.

Then the bitch nmade a sound. It was a brand-new
sound, a kind of high wailing that drew the attention
of the others. She was doing a call to arnms, and the
wandering eyes, listless bodies, jerking |linbs, and
enpty heads responded.

They finally noticed us.

"Run!" | shouted, and | didn't have to tell Al bert



twi ce. There weren't very many between us and the
door. Albert used his bulk to good advantage, and
while he cleared the path | readi ed the AB-10.
| waited until we were through the door before
spinning around to take care of business. Sure
enough, sone of the zonbies of higher caliber fol-

| owed us through the door. | expressed nmy admiration
for their brain power by answering with my machi ne
pi stol.

It felt good to be killing them again. Mst of the
zonbies in the grocery store didn't have weapons, but
the ones who foll owed us outside were arned.

al ways thought there was a link between intelligence
and defendi ng yoursel f; apparently it even applied at
this almost animalistic |evel. The zonbi es returned

fire.
Al bert saw | was in trouble and ran back to me, Uzi
ready. "Keep running, it's all right!" | shouted as he

took down a pair of Modm and Dads who took turns

unl oading the fanmly shotgun in our direction. As

they col |l apsed in a heap, other zonbies | had shot got
back up, funmbling with their weapons. Before they
could get off another round, zonbies com ng up

behind themfired, and the bullets tore into the front
line of zonmbies. W booked.

The "Fly" tactic worked its magic; the front rank

spun to return fire against their clumsy conpadres. By
the tinme we got behind a row of munched cars

"parked" by the curb, the zonbie nelee was in ful

cry.

A bunch of spinys appeared from somewhere and

had their hands, or claws, full trying to stop the nel ee.

"Good job," | said in Al bert's ear.

"The Lord's work," he said, smling. "I didn't
know t hey were such a contentious lot." He quoted a
line, I don't knowif fromthe regular Bible or the

Book of Mrnon: "Satan stirreth them up conti nu-

ally to anger one with another."

"You said it, brother."

W had to get back to Fly and Jill; they'd be able to
hear the ruckus and woul d wonder what hornet's nest
we'd stirred up. And it was nearly 2200.

| thought about Al bert as we nmade tine. There was
alot nore to this beefy Mornon than I'd first
expected. Fly and | had done all right when he joined
our team or we joined his. I'd bet on all of us, even
Jill.

The reasoning part of nmy brain ran the odds and

concl uded that we were screwed. It had done the

same on Deinos where Fly and | had beaten the

odds so often as to give a bookie a nervous break-
down. That was with just two top-of-the-line hu-

man bei ngs agai nst boxes of nonsters. Now wth

four of us, we had the boxes of nonsters badly out-
nunber ed.

Albert and | entered the alley that felt |ike hone
after the grocery store. One advantage of fighting
nonsters was not having to worry about identifica-
tion and who-goes-there ganes. There was a certain
gait to a running human that the zonbies | acked.



They forgot a | ot about being human.

Fl'y sighed and shook his head, sonehow managi ng

to say "I can't take you anywhere!" and "wel cone

back" sinultaneously w thout speaking a word. W

wer e toget her again.
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Dam, | was glad to see Arlene again. After

all we'd been through together, survival was getting to
be a habit. If reality took her away fromnme in bl ood

and fire, I wouldn't nourn until 1'd finished avengi ng
her on the entire race of alien nonsters. |If by sone
mracle | was still alive when it was over and she
wasn't, | would nourn for the rest of ny life. Maybe

she felt the same, but | couldn't afford to think about
t hat .

As Al bert dropped the grocery basket of rotting

lenons right in front of Jill-who made one of her
patented "ick" sounds—he tossed a quick gl ance

back at Arlene, and it seemed to Yours Truly that the
aforesaid returned it with interest. Conpound inter-
est. Well, stranger things had happened, especially
lately. But | would never have inmagined any chem s-

try between . . . well, it didn't bother me if something
wer e cooki ng between them Al that mattered was the
mssion, | told nyself.

"That caterwaul was you?"

"Li ke the good ol d days," said Arlene, "when we

were young and carefree agai nst a bl oodred Mars
filling up the sky."

"Huh?" said Jill.

"Uh," said Al bert.

When Arl ene waxed poetic, she was a happy canp-

er. "Mssion went well, did it?" | asked. "All right,
let's apply the beauty treatnent.”

Al bert bravely set the exanple, squashing several of
the I enons and a lonely |linme between his big hands
then applying the result to his face. Arlene foll owed

suit, and |, after taking a deep breath, dug in. There
were plenty to go around. Then | noticed that Jill was
hangi ng back.

"You're going to have to do this,” | told her in ny
friendly voice.

"Yeah, yeah, | know," she said, only the second

time she'd pulled the sullen bit around us. | could well
i magi ne her giving this treatnent to the President of
the Twelve full-tinme. | wouldn't fault her for that.

"It's not that bad," said Arlene, rubbing one down
the side of her own leg. Staining canbp wear was a
nonpr obl em

"Ckay, okay," Jill said, picking one up and tenta-

tively applying it to her nose. "It's gross," she said
with heartfelt sincerity.
"Here, let me help," | said, becom ng inpatient.

took a |l enon in each hand, squeezed, and then began
rubbing the results in her hair.

"Hey!" she said, backing away.

"No time to be belle of the ball," | snapped,
continuing the operation on her face.

"Hey!" said Arlene, comng over, taking one of the
| enons out of my hands and brandi shing it under ny



nose as if it were a live grenade. "Wat do you think
you' re doi ng?"

"Doing ny bit for truth, justice, and the American
way. "

"Uh- huh," said Arlene, reeking of a lack of convic-
tion. "Fly Taggart, | need to explain this to you so that
you wi Il understand." Smling pleasantly, Arlene
stonped on ny right foot.

VWhile | was digesting all the inplications of her
argunent, she whispered in nmy ear, "She's a woman,

not a child."”

"Don't treat nme like a child!'™ Jill chimed in, as if
she coul d hear.

"Don't act like one." | |eaned close, ignoring

Arl ene, and spoke to Jill as | would to one of ny

squadron Marines who was acting out. "Listen up

ma' am When you' ve got a set of butter bars, you can
start thinking and maki ng decisions. But until then
you do what / say, and / say this stuff is going on now.
"We' ve done your hair and face; next step is the rest
of your body. You want to do that yourself, or do you
want to give me a thrill by having me do it?"

She stared, then took the line | held out. Test tine
was over for now

We finished applying the lenmons. Jill made faces

but did fine; | hoped she wouldn't stay pissed for the
rest of the mission. Arlene | enoned the backs of the
rest of us where we couldn't reach, and then |I did the
same for her. After that, we bid farewell to our alley
and noved out.

Al bert took point and | ed us toward the rail way
station. | took the rear. Fortunately, now that we
snelled like zonmbies, we could wal k openly and carry
our weapons. W rounded a corner and found our-

selves in a nob of the previously nmentioned. | could
see Arlene start to tense up—dnderstandable after

what she and Al bert encountered at the grocery store.
But a nonent |later she was putting on a good act,
probably better than m ne.

For a nonent | worried about Jill's performance:

arnms straight out |ike a bad copy of Frankenstein's
nmonster, legs too stiff and jerking as she wal ked

too exaggerated. She'd never make it on the legitimate
stage. But the zonbies didn't seemto notice.

W passed through an archway and suddenly we

wer e surrounded by inps, hell-princes, and bonys,

wi th those damed rocket |aunchers strapped to their
backs. | watched the bonys walk with a jerking

notion so bad | could imagine strings pulling them as
if they were the puppet skeletons I'd seen in Mexico
during their "Day of the Dead" festival. If | hadn't

al ready seen one in action in the truck, 1'd think they
were fake. One thing: they gave me new appreciation
for Jill's performance as a zonbie.

Then came that | ousy nmonent when the Forces of

Evil unveiled yet another brand new, straight-off-the-
assenbly-line nonster. This one wasn't inadvertently
funny in the manner of the bonys. This one was just

pl ai n di sgusti ng.



The word fat barely described the awful ness of this
sphere of flesh. W passed close enough to snell years
of accunul ated sweat, a neat trick considering how
new t he nodel had to be. The thing nade ne think of

a planetoid trapped in Earth's gravitational field, only
this hunk of flesh conprised fold upon fold of nause-
ating, ugly, yellow, dripping, flaccid chicken flab

O course, that was only a first inpression. As it

cane still closer, | decided that it was a | ot worse than
I first inmagined.
Al 1 could think of was a gigantic wad of phlegm

carved by flabby hands into a senbl ance of the

human formwith two beady pig's eyes sunk deep into
the grotesque face. At the end of each tree-trunk arm
was a massive netal gun, starting at the el bow.

In a choice between being bl asted by those guns or

touched in any way, there was no contest. | could
i magine a lot of nanes for the thing, and | was sure
Arl ene woul d have sone ideas; but | wanted Jill to

have the honor of naming this one. She'd probably
cone up with a better name than the different terns
for excrenent unrolling in my mnd

There were plenty of other nonsters and zonbies
through all this, nmore than enough to keep us all on
our toes and plenty scared. But this thing was just too
much for ny stomach

The two steam denons | ooning up before us were

nor e dangerous; but there was sonethi ng al nost

beauti ful about themin conparison. They were well -
shaped, with good muscle tone showi ng on the parts

of themthat were flesh instead of machine. Even their
nmetal parts seemed cl ean and shiny conpared to the

di ngy, rusty-looking netal tubes sticking out of that
fatboy. | knew | was in trouble when | started naking
aesthetic judgnments about the nonsters.

| didn't Iike the way the zonbies hemred us in.
pushed left and right, trying to |l ead ny troops out,
but al ways shying away fromthe vigilant hell-princes
and bonys; they kept getting underfoot. . . whenever
I'"d try to ghost, there they were.

It took sonme monments for the penny to drop: we

were being herded like cattle. By the time | realized it,
it was too late to get out; the zonbie mass funnel ed
t oget her, headed toward a | arge building. My heart
went into overdrive, and | was already starting to
cal cul ate the odds of bolting, when Al bert |eaned
close and runbled into ny ear, "Here's sonme | uck—
they're driving us into the train station.”

| looked, and by God if he wasn't right. They were
putting us on a bl oody train!

A man's heart deviseth his way: but the Lord
directeth his steps.

The only possible fly in the ointment would be if

t he dammed train were headed east; but | had a gut
feeling it was headed straight into Los Angel es.

W couldn't avoid the steam denons; they were
standing at the boarding ranp to the open cattle car
that was already starting to fill. Well, we'd decided to
take the first opportunity to get aboard, and this
surely was some sort of sign.



Those ol d nuns of mne were receiving a | ot of
prayers fromne lately. | could never inmagine saints
or angels; so when | got in one of these noods, those
wi thered souls in black and gray habits played across
my menory. | used to think the nuns that taught ne
were ugly old crones. Wth what |'d been seeing lately,
they had taken on a new beauty in ny nmnd s eye.

My prayer was sinple. Don't let fatboy get on with
us, please; pretty please with a Hail Mary on it.

It was easy to stay together; there wasn't any room
to be separated. W were packed in like the Tokyo
subway at rush hour. O course, | realized that if we
were separated, we'd have the devil's own time trying
to get back together.

When all this was over, | thought | mght give

religion another shake; as the door to the cattle car
closed, | saw that we weren't going to have to put up
with fatboy: it got onto another car.

"It's open in the back!" said Jill in surprise. At first

| made to silence her for fear we would attract
attention, but there was so rmuch noi se going on
around us that our words wouldn't be noticed over
the roaring and growing filling the narrow space. W
were being pushed toward the rear of the car, where
instead of a solid wall, there was an arrangenment of
vertical wooden posts with horizontal netal slats
runni ng through them

"That's some w ndow," Arlene commented.

"I see that none of you were brought up around
livestock," | said caustically. "lIt's a cattle car."
Wth a grinding sound, the train started forward
with a great lurch, throwing us into our rearward
nei ghbors, who grow ed and pushed us back. The
former humans who were now zonbi es did not be-

have nearly so well as humans woul d have; sone
responded to being jostled by firing off a few shots.
"Great!" shouted Arlene.

"If this escalates, we'll be wi ped out in here!"
hol | ered back.

"What can we do about it?"

"Nothing!" | admitted. Time again to trust to |uck
The nuns nust have been working overtime, because
t he shots suddenly ceased. | glanced over and saw

Albert with his eyes closed, noving his lips silently. |
supposed that if praying was going to save us, this was
a job for the pro.

Jill grabbed the back of ny pants; it was a good

i dea—+ grabbed Arlene, and she caught Al bert.

W travel ed past several small towns that evidently
held little of interest. The night sky had a weird gl ow,
but | still preferred it to the return of day, if that
si ckening green sky was waiting for us. It was too dark
to make out details, but occasionally we saw fires
burni ng on the horizon, funeral pyres to mark the
passi ng of humanity. We finally came to a violent stop

and there was nore jostling. Qur luck was still wth
us; the gunshots did not resune.
"Damm, | wish we could see through the door," |

sai d. Behind us was a splendid view of a snashed
buil ding and a nice stretch of barren countryside; but



heavy sounds in front of us indicated sone action
"The designers nust not care if the cows are well -
informed," said Arlene.

As if in answer to ny request, the heavy wooden

door in the side of the train was pushed open to
unpack some zonbies, and we were greeted by a sight
you don't see every day. A contingent of steam
denons was bei ng herded by a spiderm nd. They were
guardi ng what appeared to be a truck dolly in which a
human form was w apped up in bandages from head

to toe. There was a slit for his eyes, but that didn't
help tell us anything about the man or wonman

propped up on the dolly; we could only assune this
was a human because there were straps across the
figure—a dead gi veaway that he was a prisoner

The sight made ne renenber Bill Ritch. The only

human they woul d take care to preserve with his mnd
i ntact was a human with know edge they needed and

couldn't extract without destroying . . . which neant
that here was soneone el se we shoul d either rescue or
kill. He couldn't be left in the hands of the eneny,

gi ving them what ever they needed. They marched
forward out of sight, the steam denbns tranping in
eeri e, nechanical | ockstep

"Are you thinking what |I'mthinking?" Arlene
bel | owed at ne.

"Loud and clear!"

"They've got their tentacles on another of our tech
| ads!"

"Listen up!" | screamed. "Have plan!" They gave

me their undivided attention, easy to do in such
cranped quarters. "Gab guy! Run!"

Arlene rolled her eyes, uninpressed.

" How—rove?" shouted Jill.

"Slow y!"

Wil e we considered the strengths and weaknesses

of our position, the nonsters took the bandaged figure
toward the front of the train. Al though we couldn't
see very well, it was easy to figure out what happened
next .

The train started up again, having received its

i mportant cargo.

"Forward!" | screaned. "Make path!"
Jill wiggled her hand slowy out to where she was
able to extend her fingers and ... the best way to

describe it was that she goosed the zombi e-wonan in
front of her. The nervous system of a zonmbie isn't
great shakes conpared to when it was alive, but there
were sufficient sparks left to kindle into fire.

The zonbi e-worman didn't junp or make any sort

of exclamation; but she did nove forward with suffi-
cient force to dislodge the snaller male taking up
space right in front of her

Jill let Albert get in front of her. He had a | ot of
mass and w dened Jill's narrow openi ng. The ob-
jective was clear: push forward to the connection
between the cars. Wth the speed of a snail we

i nched forward. | figured that so long as we didn't piss
of f any of them enough to shoot at us, we were doing
all right.



Just about then, one of the zonbies took a potshot.

| didn't see any particular reason for it; but what was |
doing, trying to apply reason to zonbi e behavi or?

The bull et struck another zonmbie in the throat, and

it went down gurgling. W were packed so tightly, like
Nor wegi an sardines, that further attenpts at argu-

ment by projectile would probably annihilate the

popul ation of the cattle car.

Jill drew the small .38 caliber revolver we'd given
her and | ooked scared and determ ned both at the

sane tine.

"Hold your fire, Jill!" | shouted. She didn't make

me repeat it. The zonmbie with the itchy finger kept
firing wildly and suddenly connected with a point
where a netal slat and wooden post came together. A
heavy zonbi e near to the point of inpact fell back

agai nst the weakened spot and suddenly went right

t hrough, | eaving a huge hol e big enough for even
Albert to fit through

"New plan!" | bell owed.
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By now the train was up to speed again,

snoki ng al ong at 300, 320 kiloneters per hour. At

this speed, the wind could be considered a refreshing
del uxe feature for the typical bovine passenger. As |
attenpted to squi rmthrough the opening, | quickly

| earned that a typhoon-strength head wi nd could sl ow
down the nost dedi cated Marine.

The main thing was not to drop ny shotgun as

clinbed on the sill, |leaned out into the hurricane, and
stretched up until | reached the railing along the
outside top of the train. | hoped the zomnbies woul dn't
pay any attention to this |latest change in their envi-
ronment. At some |level they were still human enough

to resent this ridiculous crowding, or they wouldn't be
exchangi ng shots. Maybe our teamwould rate zonbie
gratitude for giving them el bow room

While standing on the sill, leaning forward into the

wi nd, holding the railing, | reached down to help
Arlene. Her slim dry hand slipped into ny sweaty

paw, and | noted that it was cold. Arlene always had
troubl e keeping her extremties warm | hoisted her

out and up to the roof, where she hooked her legs to
hang on so she could | ean back down. Then Arlene

hel ped me take care of Jill.

| didn't blame Jill for being terrified. But | was
surprised when she started shaking. Or naybe it was
just the train rocking violently back and forth. | guess
this woul d be an experience to wite hone about, if
there were still a home. No matter how brave and
grown-up this fourteen-year-old wanted to be, she was
havi ng one wi | d-ass situation after another thrown at
her and had to handl e each w thout benefit of

trai ni ng

The terror in her eyes didn't prevent her doing what
she had to do, and | didn't pay attention to the tears.
The angl e was bad, but Jill weighed al nost nothi ng—
and | heaved a sigh of relief as | finished handing her
up to Arlene.

Al bert was a problem He was a big guy and not as



gymmastically oriented as Yours Truly. Arlene and Jil
attached webbing to the railing, then attached it to
Arl ene. The webbing is extraordinarily strong, able to
hold tons before ripping. W didn't go into hel

wi t hout taking sone decent equiprment! No way was
Arlene going to fall with that stuff on her

Now Arlene and | could help Albert up. It was a | ot
easi er than bl owi ng away a steam denon.

W m ght even have enjoyed our tine on the roof if

not for the hurricane head wind. It snelled a whole

| ot better than inside.

W lay on our bellies, and a ferocious gale battered
us. But we weren't blown off; in fact, we could stand
shakily, leaning into the wind. | figured there must be
some sort of air damup front, otherw se, 300 kph
woul d have swatted a standing nan off the top of that
train like finger-flicking a fly.

"Listen up!" | shouted against the gale. "Single-filel
Forward! Slowy! Don't fall!"

Arlene put her nmouth right up to ny ear. "How far
L. A ?"

"Two hour s—dawn—+escue human or kill him"

"What ?" screanmed Jill, clearly horrified. She was

pl enty | oud enough to be heard. There was no need to
explain to two old soldiers like Arlene and Al bert. 1'd
stopped thinking of Jill as a young teen, but there was

no getting around the fact that she was a civilian
"Death better than fate!" God only knew how

much she heard, but she clenched her teeth and said
not hi ng nore. The brutal arithnmetic inside ny head
could wait for another time; | hoped she woul d never
have to decide who |lives and who dies. Sonetines |

envy civilians.

There was nothing el se to say. Besides, we'd all be
hoarse fromshouting if we didn't shut up

I went first; it was nmy party. | set the pace nice and
slow. It took nearly a quarter hour to crawl the length
of the train; fortunately, the track through Arizona
was pretty straight. But the natural swaying of the cars
could still hurl any of us to certain death; the rails
were laid for cargo, not passengers.

| 1 ooked back frequently; we didn't |ose anybody.

Next stop: Relief City! Two cars ahead was the flatcar
with a conpl ement of one spiderm nd, one steam

denon, and one human wrapped |ike a Christmas

mumry and strapped down tight. The spidernind

was between us and the human, the steam denon on

t he ot her side.

It occurred to me that these superior exanples of

alien nmonster-building mght sniff us out better than
the | esser breeds; and the wind did a lot to erase our

| enon odor. In our favor, we were way downw nd

The wi nd was so dammed loud, | didn't think they

coul d hear us either.

| gestured to Arlene. Tine for the Dei nbs veterans

to do their stuff. We crawl ed cl oser, where | could see
a very narrow gap between the cars . . . too narrow

for the adults.

I noted the fact that the spidermnd was so big, a
couple of its right feet dangled linply over the side of



the flatcar . . . and that gave nme an idea.

But it was too narrow for the adults. Only Jill could
fit.

Ch man, this was ny nightmare cone true. It was

never supposed to be a walk for the kid—-but this?
Throw the raw recruit, not even driving age yet, into
the neat grinder against a spiderm nd and a steam
demon? It was crimnal . . . homcidal

But what were the options? Not even Arlene could
squeeze into that slender space; she probably out-

wei ghed Jill by forty pounds. They were like two

di fferent species, and thinking of me or Al bert down
there was a j oke.

Feeling ny gut clench, as well as another part of ny

anatony, | said to nmyself: Tine for the recruit to do
her stuff.
The levity didn't work. | still felt sick

We crawl ed back and huddled with the others in the
gap between two cattle cars full of zombies, where we
coul d hear each other, at least. | felt like a class-A
creep giving Jill her assignnent; but nobody el se
could do it. Anyway, the kid seened eager, not afraid.
She'd make a good Marine. Did | say that before?

This time, nmy plan had nore details: Jill would
shimry down into the tiny gap between the two cars,
usi ng sone of the webbing. "Just |ike Spider-mn!"

she said. Well, whatever. We'd use all the positive
fantasy inages floating in her nmind. She had to
believe in herself absolutely to pull this off.

If they spotted Jill, she'd be dead neat, and the rest
of us with her. Once she made it into the gap, she
woul d very carefully |l oop the webbing several tinmes
over the nearest linb of the spidermnd and pull it
tight—without allowi ng the spidermnd to notice it

was bei ng hobbl ed. She would attach the other end of
the webbing to the titani um grappling hook the Presi-
dent had included in Albert's gear. W could do that
before she started out. W'd |ose the hook and sone

of our webbing, but with luck, we'd | ose the

spi dermnd as well

"If she makes it that far," | said, wapping up, "she
drops the hook to the ground beneath the wheel s and
ducks, waiting for it to catch on a tie or sonething."
"And that gross bug gets yanked off!" she said,
grokking the plan i mediately. "Grarly idea, Fly!"

| let her savor the imge of the alien brain scattered
across the countryside. Slamming into the car behind
at better'n 300 per ought to do the trick nicely, and
"Spi der-ma' amt’ woul d defeat the spider creep with a
thi ck dose of poetic justice.

Now all we had to do was make it work

While Arlene and Al bert prepared the hook and

line, Jill et me wap it around her waist. She asked
me to do it personally. That neant a lot to me. Then
gave her a gentle push forward and hoped Al bert's

God woul dn't choose this noment to desert us. | put
in a good word for Jill with the nuns as well.
Jill clinbed down the side of the car we were on

two cars back fromthe flatcar. So far, so good.
clinbed down after her



W crept forward at wheel |evel, craw ing al ongside
spinning death so slowy, it nmade our previous trek

al ong the roof seemlike a drag race. Mther Mary,

t hought, please don't let there be any fence posts too
close to the tracks!

W very carefully worked our way around the

wheel s; but if we were any higher up the train, the
spi derm nd might have us in its sights. Hunkering

down at wheel level, we were hidden by the side of the
car itself.

There was enough light to keep Jill in ny persona
vi ewfinder every step of the way. | inmagined her
knuckl es were white. Mne sure as hell were. | kept

pressed right up agai nst her back, ny arns on either
side of hers to make sure she didn't slip. W finally got
to the edge of the flatcar; now the show was entirely

Jill"s, and all | could do was hang and wait.

23

Cheese and rice, | felt Iike a weenie when he

took me outside the train. | swore nyself | woul dn't

ef f-up any nore. For the nome, Fly respected ne, and
Arlene too. | didn't care so nmuch about Al bert, but he

was all right for one of the LDs.

Now was ny chance to prove to everyone! Maybe |

al nost wecked the truck when those missiles went

t hrough, and maybe they don't know how cl ose they
cane to being hosed. But if | pulled this off, I'd nake
up for everything! Plus |I'd pay back one of those
craw y bastards for what they did to ny nom And

Dad.

He was right, the slot was a tight fit, even for ne;
but | could wiggle through. | don't know what they
woul d have done without ne for this. As | slid al ong,
got grease on ne. Gagged nme out at first, but then |
was glad, cuz it nmade ne nore slippery. Huh, like to
see one of those winmp LD girls do this! She'd faint,
and the human race would | ose the war.

Suddenly, | saw a thin, silver thing sticking over the
edge. CGot wide on the end. | didn't recognize it at
first, seeing it so close up. Then | gasped—t was a
spiderm nd foot! It was bigger than | thought. It was
bi gger than / was!

The end of the foot fluffed out Iike bell-bottom

pants, like nmy grandparents wore, |ike on the Brady
Bunch. God, | was glad they didn't live to see the
nonsters kill their children

| stretched, flipping the webbing, trying to | oop the
foot; but |I couldn't reach that far! That PO ed ne—

was going to dweeb-out just cuz ny arms weren't |ike

an orangutan's.

Then the leg twitched. | screamed and junped—

and fell.

| slipped down, banging ny knee and barely catch-

ing the edge of the flat thing . . . ny face was an inch

fromthe tracks.
Oh Lord—the wind blew off the ties, freezing ny

cheeks, and | snelled snoke. | think I even . . . well,
peed ny pants. Shaking like a leaf, | haul ed nyself
back up. | spared a gl ance back at Fly; he | ooked like

he m ght have peed his pants too. | shrugged-sorry!



I'"msorry, but hacking systens woul d never seem

serious after this. Just a toy. This was real. | knew |
was taking a big chance, but there was no way else to
reach the foot: | rested my knee on the bed of the

flatcar and stretched higher, and then | could reach
the | eg.

The spider nmoved again! | wasn't able to get back

down before the | eg pinned me back against the

firewall of the car behind. I was stuck like a fly in the
spi derm nd' s web.

| didn't make a sound; | could barely breathe, but I
didn't panic this time—+ didn't have any you-know

what left. It didn't know | was there ... so | hung.

It would kill me the second it realized | was there,
same way |'d crush a bug; | was still alive because

was hidden fromview by the huge leg itself. 'Course,

it mght kill me without ever knowing | was there; if it
put its weight on that foot, it would pul verize ne.

The place where it had ne firmest against the wall

was at ny knee. The upper part of mnmy body could stil
nmove. | still had a good reach. So | did what | cane to
do. | didn't let nyself think what woul d happen if |
fail ed.

| passed the webbing four times around the leg. My

heart froze each tinme. | was in Grl Scouts once; the
only thing they taught ne that | still remenber was
how to tie a square knot. | tied the best buggin' square

knot of ny whole life!

Great. What next? Next you die, girl.

| thought | would cry, but ny eyes were dry. My
nmout h was parched and ny heart raced, but that was
all. Wen | thought about all the stupid things we cry
about, |ike boys and grades and losing a best girl-
friend, it seenmed strange | didn't cry then

Then somet hi ng happened inside. | felt calmfor the
first time since | saw the nonsters. | didn't nmind
dying if | could take one bastard with me. A big one.
I unslung the grappling hook and let it dangle

bet ween the cars. Pinned against the wall, | wouldn't
be able to duck down. Once | dropped the hook, the
spi der woul d be yanked to a stop as the train kept
nmovi ng, and | would be crushed to a grease snear.
Thought about ny new friends. Thought about

what if Fly had kissed me. Thought about w shing

was anywhere else. Then | let go of the hook
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| didn't know what was going on with Jill,

couldn't see a thing. She fell and screaned, and |'d
popped around and seen her half under the track

then the spidernmind shifted and | had to | eap back
Now | didn't dare show mysel f—'d get us both

kill ed.

| thought Jill would have finished by now. |'d bet
nmoney she woul dn't | ose her nerve. Either she was
still waiting for an opening, or something had gone
wWr ong.

Then | heard the heavy thud and mnetal - scrapi ng

sound that could only be the hook dropping under the
train. It bounced up and down, over and over, while
waited and waited and waited for that big nother



with the brain and the legs to be yanked into oblivion.
What happened next was so stupid and unlikely, it

was |ike crapping out ten times in a row. the damed
hook bounced up and hooked onto the train itself!

The little voice in the back of my head | hadn't

heard fromrecently chose this nmoment to speak to

me in the voice of an old kids' science show So,

Fl ynn, what have we | earned fromtoday's experinent?

Vell, M. Wzard, we've learned that if the train is
novi ng at the sane speed as the spider-bastard, abso-
lutely nothing will happen

| humped back hand over hand, ducking down to

check under the train, |ooking for the hook. Saw it!
slid through the train's shock absorbers. Tinme for
nore help fromthe nuns. If we hit a bunp, the shocks
would slice me in half. Suddenly, the train itself
seemed |ike one of the nonsters.

| made it through, then slid along the undercarriage
on ny back across the covered axles, under the train,
until 1 could reach the flippin' hook. The damed

t hi ng was caught on an Abel

| reached for the sucker and succeeded in touching

it. Yep, there it was. Touching it was a cinch. | could
touch it all | wanted without falling onto the track and
bei ng ground to hobo stew.

Getting it | oose was the problem

Once upon a tinme, | won a trophy in junior high
gymmastics; there were only five of us, but | was the
best in that class. | thought | was pretty hot stuff that
day. Looked to be the noment for an encore perfor-
nmance.

I went looser with the |legs, increasing the possibility
of falling but giving me a longer reach. | didn't want
to performthis trick nore than once.

Not only did this stunt run the risk of nmy beconing
part of the track, there was the extra worry of |osing
t he duck gun dangling precariously frommy back

Not havi ng ny weapon could be as close to a death
sentence as getting run over by the Little Train that
Coul d.

I got ny hand around the hook, heaved, and yanked

it free. | did a war whoop worthy of a Comanche

then | shut ny eyes—+ hate the sight of my own

bl oody, mangl ed corpse—and dropped the thing to

t he ground.

This time the | aw of averages was enforced by the
probability police. The hook caught on a spar and
held. | gripped ny perch and braced for inpact.

I clenched ny whol e body as the webbing

ti ghtened—then the freaking stuff broke. It wasn't
supposed to do that! The end whi pped |ike an enraged
snake, | ashing across ny back. But | didn't |let go.

| waited for the sound of that massive body being
yanked to its doom Still there was plenty of nothing.
This was beconming irritating. But there was some-
thing: despite the howing of the wind and the na-

chi ne poundi ng of steel wheels on steel rails, | heard a
hi gh, piping squeal. It sounded |like a scream from
hel I .

As | began cl anbering back through the shocks and



up the side of the train, | heard expl osions. Sonething
was happening. | clinbed faster ... to be greeted by
the scene of the steam denon shooting its nissiles at
the spiderm nd. The latter was at a di sadvant age,
listing as it nmoved, badly off bal ance.

The webbing had torn one leg off the nmonstrosity. It
didn't take a rocket scientist to figure out what
happened next. Losing a | eg would put the

spidermnd in a bad nbod. It wouldn't be phil osophi -

cal about it. No, it would fire a burst fromits guns at
the only target in sight: the steam denon.

For all their power, these guys had a weakness as

deep as the ocean. Conquerors and nasters need

sone self-control

My primary goal now was to find Jill and get her
out of here; but | didn't see her fromthis angle. She
was probably still hugging the other side of the flatcar

where she had | assoed the spidermnd s |eg.

The train hit a bad bunp, exactly the inpact that
woul d have | eft ne beside nyself when 1 was doi ng

nmy Tarzan of the shocks routine. The two nonsters
took the bunp personally and increased the ferocity

of the battle. | realized the high piping sound was
fromthe spider—t probably nade the noise when it
lost its leg. The steam denon enitted nore human-
soundi ng screans.

The wi nd seened to be picking up, but neither
contestant paid any attention to the weather. As |

wat ched the spidermnd tear up the steam denon

with a nonstop barrage fromthe Gatling gun, |
remenbered how difficult Arlene and | had found

t aki ng one of these down before. The denon was

not hi ng conpared to the other

But if there were a cosm c booki e keeping tabs on
this one, the final decision was still in doubt. The
st eam denon fol l owed the opti mum strategy for his
position, firing mssile after mssile at the robot
exterior to the spidermnd' s brain. Cracks were begin-
ning to appear.

| stayed put, praying for the best possible outcone.
By the time the spidermind' s brain case finally ex-

pl oded, the steam denon was so ripped it could

barely stand. Under the circunstances, things were

wor ki ng out better than the original plan. After all, if
t he spiderm nd had been elinminated as intended, we
woul d still have had to contend with the probl em of

t he st eam denon.

While | was congratul ating nyself on the turn of
events, the train took a sudden turn and the tottering,
cybernetic creature nearly fell off the flatcar. That
woul d have been the perfect climax to the duel of the
titans.

Dawn started to streak the horizon with a sickening
shade of green. The inproved light made it rmnuch

easier to pick out details of the |local terrain; such as
the high rock gorge we were just then passing over,
thanks to a narrow bridge. This would be a splendid

pl ace for the steamdenon to take its final rest. The
perfect end, as |I'd already thought, to the perfect
battle. Then I could find Jill and congratul ate her on a



m ssion wel |l done.

The only flaw in this scenario consisted of a single

cl awthe claw the steam denon used to grab hold

and save itself as it fell right next to me. Right next to
me!

It was bad enough seeing the denmon this close up

Far worse . . . it saw me. As weak and near death as

the thing was, it recognized a living human a few

i nches away. Very slowy, it raised its mssile hand.

It was slow, | was a whole lot faster. | back-drew ny
doubl e-barrel ed shotgun and fired both barrels, one-
handed, squeezing both triggers simultaneously.

Quite a kick. The blast tore off its entire hand at the
wist... the gripping hand.

The steam denon plumeted off the car to the

ground, exploding noisily as it got off one last missile
shot that went straight up through the track ahead of
the train, in between the rails, right on a curve in the

bri dge.
The train didn't bother slowing as it rolled over the
m ssi | e-damaged point. | could inagine a cartoon

denobn with an engi neer's cap, throw ng back a shot

of the good old hooch and not worrying about the
condition of the track ahead.

As we passed, | saw in greenish daylight grow ng
brighter by the minute that part of the inside rail was
bent up fromthe blast. If it had been the outside rai
i nstead, we would have plunged into the gorge. The
Presi dent of the Twelve woul d' ve needed to audition a
new act.

"Jillt" 1 howed. "Jill!l"™ dinbing up to the flatcar
was easy, but | suddenly had a cranp deep in ny

back. It was so bad that it paralyzed me for a noment.
| wouldn't let sonething Iike that stop nme now. |

twisting around trying to | oosen up, still calling, "Jill,
Jilr"

Where the hell was that kid? | was starting to

worry.

| reached the end of the flatcar, |ooked down .
and saw her there, gazing up at me with w de eyes.
"You all right?"

She nodded, but not a word cane out. Maybe she

was suffering fromshock. | reached down and she
took nmy hand. | didn't care about the twi nge in ny
back now. | haul ed her up

"Great!" | said.

"Alive?"

"Of course!”

"Ch." She still seemed not entirely sure.

| grabbed and hoi sted her. Now nmy back felt fine,
and for a crazy nmonent the sick-o green dawn | ooked
beauti ful .

| put her down. The munmy and we were al one on

the flatcar now

A warm gl ow spread through me, not unlike the
warmjet of a hot tub. My old voice spoke, sonething
good for once: The debt is nearly paid.

What debt? Ch. The debt of ny stupidity in bring-

i ng assault onto the encl ave.

That debt.



"Wait here." | could have sent her up the | adder to
signal the others to join us, but she had earned a rest
as far as | was concerned. Her vacation from hel

m ght not |ast |onger than a few m nutes, but | wanted
her to enjoy every second before | ordered her to face
death yet again. | got themnyself, bringing themto

t he cacophonous fl atcar

Arlene and Al bert | ooked as exhausted as Jill, and

as tired as | felt. Next tinme, we'd fly.

Arl ene bent over and began unw appi ng, revealing

the face of another human in a world where being

human was somet hi ng speci al

Huddl i ng against the forty or fifty kil ometer per

hour wi nd that |eaked around the engi nes and air dam
ahead of us, remants of the 300 kph hurricane two
meters either left or right, we crouched over our
mumry, staring. W saw the features of a black man,
md-thirties. As we shifted himaround on the plat-
form | estimated his weight at about sixty-four kil os.
Not a bad weight for 1.7 neters.

"What done hin?" Jill shouted. A good question

though | could barely hear her small voice over the
roar of train and wi nd. Conputer and el ectronic jacks
were all over his flesh, stuck like pins into a doll. He
was unconscious. There were so many jacks, he'd
probably be in extreme pain if awake.

Arlene pulled the lid back fromhis right eye,
revealing a cloudy white orb, so conpletely gl azed

over that you couldn't nake out a pupil. Even after
encountering a who's who of nonsters, fiends, and
ot her deni zens of hell, sonething really bothered ne

about seeing this hel pl ess man before ne.

He didn't reek like sour |enons, thank God. He was

no zonbi e.

| still hadn't discussed with Jill or Al bert what
Arlene and | had nulled over—anely, the possibili-
ty that the Bad Guys were trying for nmore perfect
human duplicates. Practice nakes perfect. W had no

i dea how the zonbies were created. Sonetines |

t hought they really were the reani mated dead; but
other times |I could buy the idea they were trans-
formed while still alive. However the eneny was

doing it, the lemon stink was a by-product of dealing
with real human bodi es.

If the eneny ever made perfect human copies from
scratch, there would be no lenon snell, or anything
el se to give them away.

Arlene tried various methods of waking up the

man, even slapping himin the face, but nothing

wor ked. She | ooked at ne and shrugged.

Jill reached out and gingerly touched one of the
jacks sticking out fromthe man's flesh. She managed
to look crafty and thoughtful, even with her red hair
whi ppi ng around her face like a brushfire.

She fingered the jack again and scow ed.

Then Jill | ooked at ne and minmed typing on a
keyboard. She raised her brows. Wat. . . ? | blinked;
light finally dawned on nmarbl ehead. She wanted to
hack this guy's brain?

Vel |l why the hell not?



W all crowded around the munmmy, making a

wi ndbreak for Jill. Leaning so close, | could actually
make out a few words. "Need—ack—find out

what —wants to fight—ean't promise it'l|—aight be

the break . . ."

| couldn't hear everything, but | got the gist.

The real question was what on earth was inside that
brain that was worth the protection of a spiderm nd
and a handful of steam denons? Back on Phobos and
Dei nos, the alien technol ogy we had seen was differ-
ent, biol ogical sonehow. They used cyborgs, comnbi -
nati on bi ol ogi cal -mechanical, like the spidermnd it-
self. Was that what this dude was, some sort of |ink
bet ween humans and alien technol ogy?

O the other way around?

Vel l, whatever. W weren't going to find out any-
thing in a wind tunnel. . . sonmehow, sone way, we
simply had to get this guy off the damed train.
Sonehow | doubted we could just ring the bell and
say "Next stop, conductor.”

| hoped the cybermummy woul d be enough of a son

of a bitch to join us when we unw apped him

"Vacation over!" | bellowed over the gale. "Wr

on!" Arlene gave me a dirty look, so | knew that the
awesomne responsibility of command still rested on

nmy shoul ders.

The man seened physi cal |y manhandl| ed and
brui sed, but not seriously damaged, except for their
attenpt to transformhiminto an appliance. The
guestion was, how would we get himoff the train?

If we waited until we rolled into the station in L.A.,
I could imagine a slight difficulty in persuading a |arge
contingent of, say, steamdenons into helping us with
our cargo. The absence of the spidermnd fromthe
flatcar woul d take a bit of explaining as well. W

| acked the firepower to nmake our argunment com

pl etel y convi nci ng.

"Suggestion,” runbled Albert. It was hard to pick

out his words; the tinmbre of his voice was too close to
the throb of the engines, and he wasn't a good
shouter. No practice, probably. | only caught some of
what he said and wasn't too sure about what | did

cat ch.

"Father—trains! Trick or treat3Jill's age—

i ncorrect car-—aggravates—energing break . . . I"

| stared, trying to parse the inconprehensible

"plan.” Trick or treat? Jill's age aggravates the emnerg-
i ng break?

O was that brake—emergency brake! Sonething

about an energency brake.

He tried again: "Couple of cars!" he hollered.

"Coupl e—ar!"

Coupl e of car. Cars? No, car ... couple-car

| smacked ny forehead. Decouple the car. Wich

must activate, not aggravate, the energency brake.
Jesus and Mary! What a nightnmare; a | oud one!

That seermed like a plenty good plan to Yours Truly.
Haul i ng the munmy up to the sem protected roof,

we staggered overhead toward the last car; that's the
one we woul d decouple. The train was going as fast as



before, but we hunped a |ot faster along the roof this

time. Killing the spidernm nd and st eam denon

wor ked wonders for our self-confidence. Jill's attitude

was so changed that | coul d probably dangl e her over

t he edge, holding onto her ankles, wthout her show

ing a quiver, though | was glad we didn't require such

a denonstrati on.

There were three cattle cars, which we had to pass

by creeping along the sides, centimeters away from

staring zombies. | thought sure they'd start shooting

at us—what a tine to die! At |east the denobns

woul dn't keep their nunmy.

But the reworked humans nmerely stared with malig-

nant stupidity. They'd been given no orders, you see
.just like bureaucrats at the Pentagod.

When we reached the last car, an encl osed cargo

car, | | ooked down through the slatted roof to see that

the interior was stuffed with zonbi es. As expected.

Al bert slid down between the cars in search of the

ener gency decoupler. After checking it, he clinbed

back up and shouted, "Wen?"

Anot her good question. We didn't want to be stuck

inthe mddle of the desert. If we hung until the

suburbs of L.A, we should be able to hold our own

conbatwi se and be cl ose enough to supplies, shelter

and ot her transportation

| tried to remenber the L. A geography. "River-

side!" | shouted. That is, assunming the train passed

through Riverside. If not, any eastern bedroom com

munity woul d do.

Seei ng was considerably easier in the daylight, even

in the pale green light. For the nonent, | didn't even

m nd the greeni sh hue of an alien sky. Get rid of these

dammed i nvaders, and we could | ook up at the natura

color of blue mnus the gray haze for which L. A was

famous. It would take a |l ot of work increasing the

popul ation to get everything back to normal, but it

woul d be a satisfying chall enge.

"Single!" hollered Al bert. Wiy was he telling ne

that? "Single in couple!" Woops—signhal when he

shoul d decoupl e the car. He clinbed back down.

Arlene tossed nme a faint nod and half smile, then

gingerly slithered down the | adder and joi ned him
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Fly was too good a friend for ne not to be

honest with him But | was so surprised how fast

things were going that there wasn't anything for ne to

say. Wio could talk in this breeze, anyway?

Fly, like nost guys, made certain assunptions

about women. When we decided just to be friends, I

expected a certain strain. But we were pals, buddies,

conrades. | liked it that way.

But bring another man into the picture, and there

are consequences. Fly was a big brother. He never did

take to Wllie; and | don't think he ever thought

there'd be the slightest chance 1'd ever fall for a

religi ous dude—especially a Mornon!

"Fall" was a bad inage. | squeezed down between

the surging cars, watching the river of brown streaks

raci ng bel ow us as the ground sped past. Al bert stood



on the netal tongue-thing that held the cars together
he kept switching his grip back and forth as the cars
shimm ed. | never realized they noved that mnuch.

| was falling for Al bert. Crazy, buggin', retarded.
Not hi ng short of the end of the world could have
brought this about.

One "end-of -the-worl d," order up! Maybe we coul d
reverse what had happened and give the human race a
reason to go on living. Survivors. Those who refused
to go down until the fat nonster sang.

On Phobos, | thought | mght be the only human

being left alive in the universe. Then on Dei nos, |
thought Fly and | mght be the only two human

bei ngs.

However few there were on Earth to stand agai nst

the invader, all that mattered was that Fly and | were
no | onger alone. And | ooking down on the w de

shoul ders of ny new friend, | hoped I'd be "un-al one"
i n other ways too.

Drawi ng near, | saw his lips noving, reciting words
that could have been fromthe Bible for all | knew
Sone kind of prayer, | reckoned; it seened to calm
him give himcourage. Guess there's sonme good in
religion after all, if you knew where to | ook

I wondered if he had the entire Book of Mrnon
menorized, or just the "good parts," the passages
that suited his prejudice? | knew, sonehow, that

Al bert wasn't |ike that—maybe the first guy | ever
met who guided his lifestyle by his faith, instead of
t he ot her way around.

He stopped, | ooked up at ne and snmiled. Wth an
opening like that, he could hardly blame me for taking
the next step farther down the | adder.

"Albert!" | shrieked. He said sonething, but I
couldn't hear him | was probably enbarrassi ng him
That was not hing new for ne when it cane to

i nterpersonal relationships. "I find you really attract-
ive!" | bellowed romantically, secure in the know -
edge that he couldn't hear a dammed word. Then |

shut up and listened to the train wheels.

"Somet hi ng munbl e sonet hi ng," he said. Damm,

he was enbarrassed. But he pressed on, as brave with
me as he'd been with the nmonsters. Now why did

make such a comparison? Typical, Arlene, | said to
nysel f; always your own worst critic.
| don't nean to make you unconfortable, | silently

nout hed into the nael strom

He shook his head and shrugged, which m ght have

meant, 7 don't have the faintest idea what you're

saying . . . but | preferred to interpret it as Nonsense,
darling; nmy religion is really inportant to me, but so
are you—and | know how you feel about it,

He had nme there. | didn't want to say anything right

t hen. Physical conbat can be so nmuch easier than the
other kind! I listened to the steady rhythmof the train
wheel s pounding in ny skull like a .50 caliber nma-

chi ne gun, drowni ng out even the 300 kph typhoon we
rolled through. The irregular rattling sound of the
coupler, waiting for Albert's hands to reach down and
seize it, sounded |like ground-to-air artillery.



| looked at the ground unfurling beneath us like a

gi ant banner; then | |ooked up at blurs that m ght be
trees or tel ephone poles, shading a dawn green as a
lime before it rotted and becane zombie |otion

"I can't give you what you want," | said at normal
speaki ng vol ume. Even 7 couldn't hear ne.

He said nothing, but |ooked up shyly at ne.

| liked himcalling me beautiful. Wth his eyes, at

least. | liked it a lot. Being honest cane nore easily
now that we were both admitting our mutual attrac-
tion. Well, you know what | nean—+this wasn't

exactly the best spot for a romantic conversation; but
| knew what he would be admitting if | could hear

hi m

It wasn't only that | had problenms with his religion

| didn't Iike any of them | don't like turning over
noral authority to a bearded ghost that you can't find
when everything bl ows up

Besi des, we mi ght not be conpatible in other ways.
Hah, how pure Arlene that was! Telling the man |
wanted all the reasons why it would never work. | was
grateful that it was so noi sy down here that Fly
couldn't hear a word. Time to shift fromnegatives to
positives.

"But Al bert, we could give it atry," | said, not
caring that | was basically talking to the wind and the
wheel s. He wasn't even | ooking at nme at the nonent,
concentrating on keeping his bal ance and not losing a
finger in the metal clacking thing.

"W could, like, date. You know, spend a few nights
together, if we live through this. Who knows? Some-

t hi ng m ght happen.™"

Again he left ne to contenplation of the train and
the terrain. He was obviously struggling over what |'d
said. It was pretty obvious that four forces were
fighting in himat this nmonent: norality, nanners,
noi, and vol une- conma- | ack of.

Finally he worked up his nerve, craned his neck

again where he could ook ne in the eye and said,
"Somet hi ng runbl e sonet hi ng question mark?"

Now t hat was a conversation stopper. But | only |et

it stop us for a nmonent. "You nean, you're a Vvirgin?"
| asked, incredul ous.

He tilted his head to the side; was that a yes?

"But you're a Marine!" | how ed in amazenent.

| burst out |aughing at my own outburst. The

Church of the Marine | oomed larger in nmy mnd than
any conpeting firm

O course, there are Marines who remain loyal to

their wives or abstain fromsex for religious reasons.
Hey, fornication is not part of the job description

Amazi ng, but true. Still, the odds were against the
clean-living Marine. "You ever heard the phrase,
"There are no virgins in foxholes'?" | asked.

He wat ched ny ani mated, one-sided di al ogue—t

wasn't really a nonol ogue—n puzzlenment, tortured

soul that he was. | couldn't give up that easily. \Wat
about the various ports and | andi ng zones he nust

have visited on his sea tour? Bonbay, Madrid, M-
nila, Hong Kong, Calcutta, Kuwait City!



Al bert smled at ne again. Progress! | had an

admi ssion. | knew how | would conduct the cross-

exam nation: "So tell me, M. Marine Corps sniper

did you never visit any of the |ocal sex scenes? The
cages of Bonbay that hang over the street, where you
have sex with a pross in full view? The port-pros in
Mani | a? The Hong Kong sex tours, where a soldier

with a few bucks in his pocket can visit a dozen
knocki ng shops in a day and a half? Kefiri Gty, with
nore glory holes than any other . . . ?

You don't know? Unh, you place your you-know

what through a hole in a wall and sonebody on the

ot her side does, you know.

Yeah, maybe it was norals. Maybe he just didn't

want his gun to turn green and fall off.

The angl e was probably tough on his neck, but he
swiveled his body a little so he could al nost face ne.
"Somet hing junbl e sonething interrogative?"

Me? Well no, not exactly. He stared at me awhile

| onger. No, those places tend to be attractions for a
mal e Marine. VWhat would | do with a glory hole, for
Pete's sake?

Heh, | could work the other side, theoretically. Al
right; he m ght have been naive in some ways, but he
was a man of the world in others. The contradictions
in this big man appealed to nme. He contained multi-

t udes.

I reached out and touched his cheek, glad he didn't

pul | away. | was afraid he night have been ready to
wite me off as a Marine slut. No dice; | was a
responsible girl. . . responsible behavior in today's

worl d neant carry extra |l oads and sleep with both

eyes open. To quote everybody's third-favorite weird
German phil osopher, Gswal d Spengl er:

Life, if it would be great, is hard; it demands a

choi ce only between victory and ruin, not be-

tween war and peace. And to the victors bel ong

the sacrifices of victory. For that which shuffles
querul ously and jeal ously by the side of the

events is only literature.

Hey, that could be our first date! W hurl quota-
tions at each other fromthirty paces!
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Ri versi de was comi ng up fast, so |I took

anot her |1 ook down at Arlene and Al bert. They

seened to be carrying on a deeply neani ngful conver-
sation, though the Blessed Virgin only knew how t hey
coul d possibly hear each other over that racket. It
seened inpolite to stare, so | focused ny attention on
the horizon. There was a war to fight, a war to fight.
"Albert! Now" | boonmed at peak volunme as the

town raced up to greet us. Al bert and Arlene started
yanking on a |l ever atop the coupler. They heaved

again and again, until | thought we'd be cruising into
Grand Central before they got the bl oody thing un-
hooked. Then it cracked open and the cars separated

wi th an expl osi ve bang.

The pneuratic brakes activated automatically,

slowi ng the I oose car we were on while the rest of the
train sped on, oblivious, inmpervious. | wondered if



the aliens would even notice that a car was m ssing.
W destroyed the spidernmind; did they have enough
initiative even to count?

W braked toward a stop, nore or less terrifyingly.
The rails screaned, the car rocked and rolled. Jill held
on for dear life, |ooking as green as the sky. Arlene
and Al bert kicked back, cool to the nmax. | was too
busy wat chi ng everybody el se to notice whether | was
cool or freaked: | didn't want one of my crew to fal
under the wheels and be crushed to death without me
being instantly aware of it.

| couldn't bring nyself to abandon the car w thout
expressing an opi nion on the zonbi es sardi ne- canned
bel ow. | positioned nyself and fired a bunch of

rounds through the roof slats. This riled themup, and
t hey behaved in the approved manner. They attacked
each other with nmindless ferocity.

As the car canme to a conplete stop, Al bert and

managed t he cybermunmmy between us quite easily.

W hopped down and bolted for cover in an alley.

The streets of Riverside were like the valleys of a
lost civilization or the canyons of a mysterious planet.
W beat cleats up and down to throw off any alien
patrols.

Al t hough deep in the heart of eneny territory,
surrounded by nore nonsters than at any other tine
since returning to Earth, it was a relief to be off the
train. | didn't know about the others, but | was

for solid ground underfoot again.

There was no way to tell what were the numy's
requirements for |ife support. Perhaps with an IV he
could survive indefinitely in his present condition
but there was no way for us to be certain wthout

di rect conmmuni cati on.

Meanwhil e, Arlene and Jill took point and tail,
respectively. W were at the part of the m ssion where
we were truly interchangeabl e, except for the necessi-
ty of keeping Jill alive until she could do her conputer
trick. Nowhere was safer than anywhere el se

W whi sked through street and alley, avoiding

patrols of roving nonsters. W ran, carrying the

munmy |i ke old bedcl othes between us. Putting the
mumry down for a nmonent, Al bert pointedly asked

of Jill, "Are there any safe houses around here?"

Di gging into her pack, Jill produced that small,
portabl e conputer, the ConpMac ultramcro, nore
conpact than any |'d seen before.

"Where' d you get that?" asked Arlene.

Jill answered with a ot of pride: "Underground
speci al -built by the Church. You can get inventions
out fast when you don't have to worry about FCC regs
and product liability lawsuits."

She call ed up her safe-house program and then told

all of us to | ook away. | doubted that I'd turn to stone
if I didn'"t comply. Anyway, | conplied . . . and I|is-
tened to her type in about thirty characters—her key
code, obviously. When she was finished, | |ooked at

her again as she scrutinized her screen
She nodded and pressed her lips firmy together, a
sure sign in nmy book of M ssion Acconplished.



"There's a safe house about a mile fromhere on

Paglia Place," she said. Then she called up a nap of

Ri versi de and showed the rest of the route the pro-

gr am suggest ed.

"I see a problemwith part of this,"” said Arlene.

"The route goes within a couple of blocks of an old
IRS field office where | used to deliver papers while
was a courier.”

"Courier? What for?" asked Jill.

"For two years of college."

"Whadj a get ?"

"M ni mum wage. Fifteen per hour, O dBucks."

"No, | nean what degree!"

"Ch. A A in engineering and computer program

m ng," answered Arlene, enbarrassed. | could inag-

ine why. Arlene's degree must seemawfully trivial
conpared to what Jill had picked up on her own.

Jill nodded. "Hip," she said, wthout dissing ny

pal, for which | was grateful. The gal was a pretty
grown-up fourteen-year-old, astute enough to recog-
nize that Arlene was very touchy about only going to a
two-year college. She couldn't afford any |onger

W followed the revised route Arlene traced.

I had sone advice that nobody wanted to hear

"Fly's prinme directive is not to use firearnms unl ess ab-
so-lute-1y necessary!"

Jill was the first critic. "But Fly, it's not like they're
human. "

"Using martial arts might only entertain them™

Arlene added. "I'mnot even sure a shiv would bot her
them assuming you can find their ribs to stick it

bet ween. "

"I's everyone finished?" | asked, a bit inpatiently.
"I"'mnot getting all liberal; | mean the wong noi se at
the wrong nmonent coul d bring down a horde on our
heads. "

"Ch, why didn't you say so?"

| wished there were a quick course | could take in
nmonster aikido; failing that, 1'd settle for |earning
where they kept their glass jaws, so a quick uppercut
could do the trick.

W padded up dark alleys and narrow streets,

trying to stay out of the sun. After a couple of klicks,
Arl ene suddenly stopped cold. \When the Marine

taki ng point does that, it's tinme for everyone to play
Living Statue. We froze and waited.

Jill, for all her fighting instincts, didn't have the
training. She started to ask what was wong, but I

cl anped a hand over her nmouth. Arlene continued

facing forward but gestured behind her for the rest of
us to backtrack. We did it very slowy; whatever it was
hadn't noticed us yet, and | ainmed to keep it that way.
W backed up about a hundred neters before she |et

out her breath.

"Remenber the fatty we saw back at the train

depot ?" she asked. "We just bunped into its ol der

wi der brother."

W' d been so busy that | never got around to getting
her to name that nobile tub of lard; but | instantly
knew the creature she nmeant. |I'd hoped that maybe



the thing was an exception to the rule, an accident
rather than a standard design. | preferred fighting
nonsters that didn't nake ne sick

"I thought it was a huge pile of garbage,
whi spered intently.

Bl inking into the darkness ahead, | finally made out

a huge shadow shifting anmong the other shadows. The
thing roused itself with the sound of tons and tons of
wet burlap dragged across concrete. It stood to a

hei ght of two meters, only ny height actually, but

wei ghing at | east four hundred kilos. The density and
wi dt h of the thing was incredible.

The fatty—+f we lived through this one, | hoped

could talk Arlene into a better name—nAade sl ush-

slush sounds as it nmoved. It was probably | eaving
somet hi ng di sgusting behind it, like a snail track. In
t he massive, shapel ess, netal paws that encased or

repl aced its hands, the fatty held sone kind of weird,
t hr ee- headed gun.

The thing wasn't facing us. It stood sideways, trying
to figure out fromwhich direction had cone the noise
di sturbing its repose. Then it turned away from us,
giving us an unobstructed view of its nmottled, dis-
gusting back. It made a horrible, rasping noise that |
guessed was the sound of its breathing.

| pointed in the other direction . . . but just then we
heard stonpi ng feet approaching up the bl ock that

way. A troop of nonsters. Just what we needed!

They were led by a bony. If we didn't know how
dangerous it could be, it would seemsort of funny,

| eading themwi th that jerking-puppet gait.

There was not hi ng arusi ng about bei ng trapped

between a fatty in front and the Ghoul C ub behind,

Arl ene

bet ween hammer and anvil, with no side streets or
doors to duck into.
Al bert sighed. | watched his shoul ders untense. He

unsl ung his weapon with casual ease, as though he had
all the tinme in the world; which in a way he did. He
was ready to die for the "cause," whether that was us
or the rest of whatever.

Me, | was ready to live for mne

Jill's face went utterly white, but she didn't give any
i ndi cation of bugging. After the flatcar, she was a
seasoned vet. Like the rest of us, she had that special
feeling of living on borrowed tinme. She clutched the
ultramcro to her chest, nore upset about failing than
dyi ng. She contenpl ated our mummy with regret;

she'd never get the hack of a lifetine!

Arl ene whi spered "Cross fire" a nanosecond before

it occurred to me. Darting into the mddle of the
street, we had the bony in our sights. It stopped and
i medi ately bent at the waist and fired its shoul der
rockets. | hit the deck and Arlene dodged left. The
rockets sailed over ny head, one of them bursting

agai nst the big, brown back of the fatty.

Enraged, the fatty |located the source of this scurril-
ous, unprovoked attack. It raised both arns and fired
three gigantic, flamng balls of white phosphorous at
t he bony.

The center ball hit, but the other two spread,



striking other menbers of the bony's entourage, fry-

ing theminstantly.

The surviving nenbers were no happier than the

fatty had been earlier; they opened fire, and the bony

forgot all about us, firing two nore rockets at fat boy.
Meanwhil e, ny crew were very, very busy lying on

their bellies and kissing dirt for all they were worth,

hands over heads. Al except ne: | kept ny hands free
and rolled onto my back, shotgun pointing back and
forth, back and forth, like a fan at a tennis match.

| didn't want to call attention to our little party, but
neither did | want us to be noticed by a smarter-than-

average nmonster who wanted to spill our guts to
celebrate its position on the food chain. | wshed it
were still night.

The bony ran out of rockets before the fatty ran out

of fireballs. The bone bag bl ew apart into tiny pieces,
white shards so small they could be nistaken for

hai | stones, were this not Los Angel es.

The fatty kept firing. There were plenty of troops

left to take out, and the wal king flab seemed to have
an i nexhaustible supply of pyrotechnics. Maybe he

got his stuff fromthe same shop used by the steam
denon.

At last, any troops left intact were no | onger nov-
ing. The fatty kept firing for a while into their inert
bodi es.

When it stopped, nothing noved anywhere in

si ght —assuming those little pig eyes could see very
far. We lay as still as we could; | w shed we could stop
t he sounds of our breathing. A lunmp of congestion

had settled somewhere in my head, and | wheezed on
every second breath, but | was afraid to hold ny
breath for fear | would start coughing.

O course, the nonster's hearing mght not be any

great shakes. | could see small black holes on either
side of his lard-encrusted head. If those were ears,
they seemed nminuscule. | lay still, rationalizing and

wheezi ng, hoping the thing would do anyt hi ng

except —except exactly what it did next.

The fatty was badly shot and cut up, like a giant,
spherical hanburger patty that had fallen apart on the
grill. It runbled and began to shuffle directly for us. If
t he nonstrous thing stepped on one of us as it passed,
it would be a nessy death.
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| decided if one of those nassive feet were

about to descend on any one of us, | would open fire.
There mght be a military argument for letting one of
us die if the others were passed over, anyone but Jill,
but forget it. Not |ike that!

As fat boy stunped slowy in our direction, |

realized with a sinking feeling that it was another
geneti c experinment copying the human form The

whol e design was clearly functional, another killer-
critter. But if they could make creatures this close to
our basic body type, then they could do copies of us in
tine.

As these thoughts raced through nmy mnd, the thing

t ook one ponderous step after another, com ng cl oser



and cl oser—all owi ng for inspection of its nonhuman
qualities. The skin was like that of a rhinoceros. Feed
this lunmpkin an all-you-can-eat buffet (with a dis-
count coupon), and it might top out at half a ton. The
bal d head | ooked |i ke a squashed football; the beady
eyes took no note of us as it came within spitting
distance. It had to be nearsighted. Now, if it were deaf

and unable to snell, it mght just mss us.
Good news and bad: if fat boy continued wal king a
straight line, it would miss us all. Alas, Jill's

ultramcro lay directly next to her, and the fatty was
about to step on this critical piece of equipnent.
There wasn't tinme for anyone to do anyt hi ng,

except for Jill. Al she had to do was reach out with
her right hand and grab it. | saw her raise her head
and start to nove her hand, but she froze. What if it
saw her!

Wth only a second to spare, she worked up her

nerve and yanked the conmputer out of the way before

t he nonster woul d have crushed it flat. By waiting so
| ong, she solved her problem+the fatty couldn't see
its own feet. The bulk of the vast stomach obscured
Jill's quick novenent.

Fat boy sl ogged on wi thout further m shap

| was ready to heave a sigh of relief, clear ny throat,

maybe even enjoy a cough or two. Jill started to get
up. Arlene and Al bert weren't noving yet, waiting for
the all-clear fromYours Truly. | alnbst gave it when a

bl ast of machine-gun fire erupted behind the fatty.

I was too damed tired to curse. W could use a

short rest before taking on new pl aymates!

The fatty wasn't happy about the turn of events
either. It screamed with a sound nore piglike than the
pi nki e denobns.

The bullets sprayed in a steady stream so many

that some were surely penetrating that thick hide to
di srupt vital organs—-however deeply those organs

wer e hi dden underneath a stinking expanse of quiver-
ing flesh.

As the machine gun cut the nonster to ribbons,

heard bug-wild, crazy l|aughter, the kind nmade only by
a human being. The | aughter continued, the bullets
continued, until at last the fatty made the transition
from hamburger to road kill. It nmade a wet, fl opping
sound, collapsed into itself and died.

W weren't playing statues while this was goi ng on
@Quns at the ready, firing positions, we faced . . . what
| ooked |i ke anot her human being. A very |arge human
figure.

| alnmost called out, but | checked nyself. Despite

my gut-level joy at seeing another human, ny innate
suspi cion held ne back. After all, sone real, live
humans cooperated with the alien invasion. Sure, this
guy shot the fatty; maybe he was on our side. But we
couldn't be sure of that; and if he didn't cone into the
alley, he wouldn't see us. The alley was in deep
shadow, hidden fromeven the pallid green light of a
rewor ked sky.

Unfortunately, Jill was not a Marine. She was a

young girl, and |like nost teenagers, she sonetines



acted on auto pilot.

"You're human!" she yel ped. Then she stopped

suddenly, hand over her nmouth, as if trying to push
the words back inside. She realized what she had

done. As to the consequences, she'd learn those in the
next monment. So would the rest of us in the black

al | ey.

The figure lifted a hand to its head and flipped back
a visor over its helnet. The face underneath seened
human enough, fromwhat | could see. He wasn't

smling. Jill made as if she might run, but she was
t hi nki ng again. She wouldn't | ead himback to us.
"It's all right, little girl," he said, scanning, trying to

| ocate her. "I won't hurt you." He took a tentative
step in her direction, and she held her ground, not
maki ng anot her sound.

Si | houetted against the Iight gray wall of a
carniceria, he was an inpressive sight. But whose side
was he on? This deep into eneny territory, we
couldn't let anything conmprom se us, not even cont
non sense or basic instincts.

Fi ghti ng nonsters was so bl ack-and-white that

there was sonething clean about it. This man was not
a nonster. Were we about to have the firefight of our
lives, a new ally, or a Mexican standoff?

He didn't have a flash; probably figured he woul dn't
need one in the daylight, such as it was. In the dark
al l ey, however

Silently, slowy, | slid nmy pair of day-night goggles
out of ny webbing and slipped themon, flicking the
switch as | did so

Now | could make out nore of his gear: .30 ca

machi ne gun, a belt-fed job; backpack full of ammmo;
radi o gear; a flak jacket that screanmed state-of-the-art
body arnmor; and a U S. Arnmy Ranger uniform staff

sergeant. "Conme on out, little girl; let ne see you. It's
all right." He raised his hand as if scratching his chin
stubble . . . but a crackling sound followed by a rum

bling voice made it clear that he was talking into a
handhel d mi ke

| also saw one nore twist: he had a pair of dis-
tended goggl es hinself on his hel net—ight-vis gog-
gles, they had to be.

When Jill said nothing, he reached up for them M
heart pounded; as soon as he put them on, he would
see all of us crouched in the shadows.

As if she sensed the danger—er maybe she knew

she'd blown it and was trying to redeem hersel f3Jil
stepped forward into the faint illumnation reflected
fromthe dragon-green sky by the pale wall of the
Mexi can nmeat narket. "H Here | am sir," she called.
"Are you al one?" he asked.

Jill was a trooper. "Yes sir. I'malone, sir."
Slowy, the man | owered his machi ne gun right at

her small, narrow tumy. The universe becane a stil
pi cture of the man, the gun, Jill. . . and ny hand

ti ghtened on the trigger of ny avenger

"Take it nice and easy," he told Jill. "You're comn'

to neet the boss."
"Who's that?" she asked, her voice firm



"We'|| get along a lot better," he said, "if you get it
t hrough your head right now, bitch, that you don't ask
t he questions."

"What if | don't want to go?" she asked.

"Then I'11 drop you where you stand," he answered.

The machi ne gun had not shifted an inch. "Now

nove it or lose it," he said.

Jill rmoved all right, slowy and deliberately so he
woul dn't suspect anything. The gun foll owed her, and
the sergeant turned his back to the alley; and | guess
that's what she intended all along, for she took a dive
as soon as his body blocked the Iine of fire.

| needed no second chance. Mster Mystery Ranger
didn't have the proper attitude toward "little girls."
Not by a | ong shot.

Unl oadi ng both barrels into the guy's back got his
attention. Arlene opened fire with her AB-10. Be-
tween the two of us, we gave hima quick and effective
| esson in good manners.

He staggered, but managed to turn around. That

arnor of his was sonmething! He started firing wildly
while Arlene and Al bert punped nore | ead.

| slammed two nore shells hone into ny trusty

duck-gun and let themgo into the son of a bitch's
head.

The fancy headgear cracked like a colorful Easter

egg and spilled out its contents. Surprise, you' re dead!
None of us noved for at least a mnute, |istening

for the sound of nore aliens attracted by the noise.
There were no footsteps or nearby trucks, but we did
hear sporadic gunfire in the distance. Probably zom

bi es.

"Jill," Arlene called out. Jill returned with an
expression that could only be described as sheepish
The girl was covered in dust but didn't have a scratch
on her.

"I"'msorry," Jill volunteered; "I feel like a total
dweeb." The apol ogy didn't save her from Arl ene.

"That was a stupid m stake! You could have iced us
allt

Defiantly, Jill turned to nme, Daddy agai nst

Momy. | didn't say a word, didn't stop Arlene,

didn't change expression. Sorry, kid—'mnot going

to undermne ny second just to save your ego. | didn't
think it was that dunb a m stake; she was just a kid.
But Arlene had chosen to make it an issue . . . and
what ever | thought, 1'd back her to the hilt.

Jill started to blink, angrily holding back tears. She
turned to Al bert, but he was suddenly really busy

wi ping his gun barrel. Well—about tine she |earned:

no hero all owances, and | guess no kid all owances,

ei ther.

"Al'l right," she said, voice quavering. "Wuat do

you want ne to do?"

Arl ene stepped close, |owering her voice so | could
barely hear it. "There's nothing you can do. You owe

me, Jill; and before the mission is over, you are going
to pay."
When Arl ene stepped back, Jill's eyes were w de.

The bravado and defiance were gone. She was scared



to death ... of Arlene Sanders.

The shock treatnent seened to work. Jill focused

on sonet hing nore inportant than her own short-

com ngs. "God, is the munmy all right?"

Wiile Albert and Jill went to check out our recruit
fromthe bandage brigade, | did an inventory on the
soldier with the | ousy nanners.

Arlene joined ne. "Was he a traitor?" she asked of
the inert format our feet; "or did we just kill a good
guy?"

"Or worse, A.S. Is this that perfect genetic ex-
peri ment we've been hal f-expecting ever since Dei-
nos?"

"If he's Nunber Three," she said, "we'll have
to—+o give hima nanme." She kicked the side

of the machine-guy with her boot. "I'll call hima
d yde."

"Cdyde?" | asked, dunbfounded. "That's worse

than fatty! It's just a nane."

"Clyde, "she declared, with the really irritating tone
of voice she only uses when she makes up her nind

and can't believe anybody would still be arguing.

"But Clyde?" | repeated |ike a demented parrot.

"Why not Fred or Barney, or Ral ph or Norton?"
suspected that | m ght be spinning out of control

"For Clyde Barrow," she explained . . . and | stil
didn't get it. "You know," she continued with the
cultural-literacy tone of vice, "Bonnie Parker and
G yde Barrow-Bonnie and C yde!"

"Ch," | said, finally ready to surrender. "Jesus H.
that's really obscure!™

At the precise nmonent that | invoked the nanme of

t he Savior, good old Al bert decided to rejoin us,
reinforcing a theory I've had for years that if you cal
on the gods, you are rewarded with a plague of
believers. Not that | was thinking of Al bert as part
of a plague just then. The plague was out there, be-
yond us, where it bel onged—n the heart of Los

Angel es.
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| thought you had a Christian upbringing,"

said Al bert, annoyed at Yours Truly for the bl as-
pheny.

"Cat holic school,"” Arlene answered.

"Ch, that explains it," said Al bert, which / found a
bit annoyi ng.

Furt her discussion seened a | osing proposition. So

I resuned investigation of the Cyde. Wich re-

m nded of the earlier discussion about nonencl ature.

"Hey, Jill," | called out. "W decided to nanme this
bastard a dyde."

"A Cyde?" asked Jill in the sane tone of voice

had said "Jesus H."

"Yep."

"What a dunb nane!" | decided to put her in ny
will. Make fun of nmy religion, will they?

I went back to nmy close study of the Clyde. As I'd

noti ced before, he appeared fully human, if a bit
large. Frankly, | didn't think he could be a product of
genetic engineering; the results had been too crude up



to this point. Mdst likely, he'd been recruited by the
al i ens.

| was sorry the man was dead, because I'd like to
kill himagain. It made ne furious that any hunman
woul d cooperate with the subjugation of his own race.
| kicked the corpse.

Arl ene was a good mind reader. "You think he's a
traitor," she said.

"What el se coul d he be?"

"You al ready suggested it."

"What's that?" asked Albert. Jill was all ears, too.
The tine had finally cone to lay all the cards on the
tabl e.

"We' ve been considering the possibility that the
aliens mght be able to make perfect human dupli -
cates," | told them

"He could be one," said Arlene, pointing at the

man. "Maybe the first example of a successful geneti-
cally engi neered human. First exanple we've seen
anyway. "

"I don't buy it," | said.

"But what nakes you think it's even possibl e?"

asked Al bert, obviously disturbed by the suggestion
Arl ene took a deep breath. "On Dei nbs we saw

gigantic blocks of human flesh. I"'msure it was raw
material for genetic experinents. Later, Fly and | saw
vats where they were mass produci ng nonsters."

"In away," |I interrupted, "even the boney and the
fatty are closer to being 'human' than the other
geneti c experinments—hell-princes, steam denons,
punpki ns. "

"And now t hey've succeeded,"” said Arlene, |ooking
down.

"Hope you're wong," | said. "lIt's too nuch of a
guantum | eap, Arlene. Even the clothes are too good!"
"You have an argument there," she admitted.

"Those stupid red trunks on the boneys were awful ."
W | ooked at the spiffy uniformon the man.

"He talked like a real person,” Jill observed. I
hadn't thought about it before, but everything about
hi s manner of speaking rang true, even the threaten-
ing tone at the end. If he hadn't been such a total
bastard, | woul dn't have enjoyed killing himso much.
Maki ng a nonster was one thing; cobbling together a
first-class butthead was a | ot harder, requiring tender
| ovi ng care.

"OK," said Albert. "He | ooks, wal ks, tal ks and

snells Iike a human bei ng. So maybe he was one."
"\What ever he was, he's good and dead; and that's

what matters right now," | tried to conclude the issue.
The way Arlene kept |ooking at the man neant that

she coul dn't shake the disturbing idea that he was a
synthetic creation. | didn't doubt that they could do
stuff like this in time. My objective was to prevent
t hem having that tine.

Arl ene shuddered, then shook her head hard, as if

di sl odgi ng any nasty little critters that m ght have
snuck in there. "Well, if they did make him he's only
a staff sergeant. There's a lot of roomfor progress
before they hit second |lieutenant and start downhil



again."

Al bert |aughed hard at that. She gave him an

appreci ative gl ance.

In a way, it was kind of strange to nit-pick over
which was nore likely to be true: human traitors or
human duplicates. Either possibility was disturbing.

I let ny mind wander over the uncertain terrain

where treason sprouts like an ugly nushroom If U S.
armed forces were cooperating with the aliens, were

t hey under orders fromthe civilian government? Had
Washi ngton caved in i mediately to becone a Vichy-
style admi ni stration? And what could the aliens offer
human col | aborators that the humans woul d be stu-

pi d enough to believe?

| didn't doubt for one second that the eneny

i ntended the exterm nation of the human race as we
knew it. Zonbie slaves and a few hunman speci nens

kept around for experinental purposes didn't count

as species survival in nmy book

| must have been carrying worry on ny face,

because Al bert put his hand on ny shoul der and said,
"W needn't concern ourselves over the biggest possi-
ble picture. One battle at a tinme is howwe'll win this
war. First, we destroy the nmain citadel of alien power
in Los Angeles. Then we'll stop themin New York,
Houston, Mexico City, Paris, London, Rone—ah,

Tokyo. . . ." He trailed off. Already quite a list, wasn't
it?

"Atlanta," said Jill.

"Orlando," said Arlene. "W nmust save the good

name of the nouse on both coasts!"

"You know," | rmnused, "I wonder how nuch of the

i nvasion force Arlene and | destroyed on Deinos."

"Ch, at least half," boasted ny buddy; but she

m ght not be far wong. W killed a hell of a lot of
nonsters on the Martian noons. Each new carcass

nmeant one | ess denonic foot soldier on terra firma.
"You know," said Jill, her voice sounding oddly

old, "I could kill every one of those human traitors."
"I"'mw th you, hon," | agreed; "but you' ve got to be
careful about blanket statements |ike that. Some were
threatened, tortured. Hell, sonme could have been
tricked. They didn't go through what we did on

Dei nos! They mi ght have been told that the mass
destructi on was caused by human-agai nst - hunan and
now t hese superior aliens have come to Earth with a
plan for ultimte peace."

"Il bet YOU were a pain in your H gh School debate
society, Fly Taggart," said long suffering Arlene. "But
you know damm wel | what she neans!"

"Put it down to my practical side, if you want," |

said. "I like to know the score before | pick a play."
Al bert added a note. "Anyone can nake a terrible

m stake and still repent before the final hour."

"It's possible,” | said.

"I"'msorry | made that crack about your growi ng up
Catholic."

The two atheist females acted suitably di sgusted by
our theol ogical love-fest. "The girls don't believe in
redenption of traitors, Al bert," | said.



"Il pray for anyone," he said; "even traitors.”
"Fine," said Arlene. "Pray over their graves."

VWiile we failed to resolve yet another serious

phi | osophi cal issue, Jill squatted over the corpse. In a
very short tinme she'd becone hardened to the sight
and smell of carnage. Good. She had a chance to
survive in the new world.

"Are you all right?" Arlene asked.

"Don't worry about me," Jill said, follow ng ny
exanpl e and ki cking the corpse. "They're just bags of
bl ood, and we've got the pins. It's no big thing."

No one was joking now. Arlene |ooked at me with a
worried expression. This was no time to psycho-

anal yze a fourteen-year-old who was doi ng her best to
feel nothing. This sort of cold attitude was par for the
course in an adult, a nood that would be turned off
(hopefully) in peacetime; but hearing it froma kid
was unnervi ng.

The words just out of her lips were the cold truth we
created. Do only the youngest sol diers devel op the
attitude necessary to win a war? Until this noment, |
woul dn't have thought of Arlene and nyself as ol d-
fashi oned sentinentalists; but if the future human
race becanme cold and nachine-like to fight the non-
sters, then maybe the nonsters win, regardless of the
out cone.

Recreation tine was over. Jill went to the

cybermunmy and started to lift him he was really

too heavy for her to do alone, and we got the idea.

Al bert hel ped her, and Arlene and | returned to battle
readi ness. The next goal was obvious: find the

saf ehouse. W coul dn't nmake good time sneaking

t hrough the dark carrying a mumy.

W were only ninety mnutes away. All we ran into

al ong the way was a pair of zonbies, alnost a free
ride. | popped them both before Arlene even got off a
shot .

"You have all the fun," said Albert. "This guy is
starting to weigh!"

"You don't hear Jill conplaining, do you?" asked
Arlene. Jill said nothing. But | could see the sweat
beadi ng on her forehead and her breathing was nore
rapid. Arlene noticed, too. "Jill, would you like to
switch with me?" she asked.

"I"'mall right," she said, deternmined to prove
somet hi ng to soneone.

Jill managed to hold up her end all the way to the

door of the crappiest looking rattrap in a whol e bl ock
of low rent housing. She heaved a sigh of relief as she
finally put down her burden.

This stretch of hovels didn't seemto have been

bonbed by anythi ng but bad econom c decisions. The
house was one-story, shapel ess as a cardboard box

with a sheet of netal thrown on top pretending to be a
roof. The yard was a narrow stretch of dirt with
garbage piled high. It |ooked worse than any apart-
ment |'d ever seen and gave the scuzziest notels a run
for the noney, if anyone with a dinme in his pocket
woul d be caught dead there.

The final perfect touch was a nonot onous cacopho-



ny of dunb-ass, psychonetal "nusic" blaring
t hrough the thin walls.
"Let me take it fromhere,” Al bert vol unteered.

"Be ny guest," | said.

He knocked on a flinsy door covered with streaks

of peeling, yellow paint; | half expected the whole
structure to crash down in a shanbles. | figured we'd

wait a long tine before any deni zens wthin roused

t hensel ves. Instead, the door opened within a few
seconds.

It was like stepping back in time to the late twenti -
eth century, when post-punks, headbangers,

car pet bangers, and other odd fl ot sam of adol escent
rage had their fifteen m nutes.

There were two young men standing in the door-

way: one was blond, the other was darker, bl ack-

hai red, and possibly H spanic. Rocko and Paco, for

t he monent.

Rocko didn't say anything, staring at us with glazed
eyes, mouth partly open. The only good thing to say
about themwas that there was sinply no way they

had been taken over by alien invaders! Even nonsters
know when to give someone a pass.

"May we cone in?" asked Al bert.

" St oked, " sai d Rocko.

There seened no alternative to going inside; there
was no escape rocket in sight. Al bert braved the
cavern of terrible noise first, then Arlene, then Jil
wi th our buddy. There was nothing left but for nme to
go inside and w tness .

The living room The place was stuffed with what

| ooked like the world's | argest and bi zarrest crank-Iab
There were chemicals of various colors in glass con-
tai ners bal anced precariously on the ratty furniture. A
| arge bottle of thick, silver liquid |ooked like it m ght
be mercury. | wondered if these guys would bl ow us

up or poison us.

Jill laid the still-wapped cybernmumy on the

ground. Then Al bert stepped forward. Wthout saying

a word, he flashed a hand-signal. | recognized it: |ight-
drop hand signals, based partly on American Sign
Language, heavily nodifi ed.

Earth, said Al bert.

Man, responded Paco.

Native

Bor n.

I blinked. Albert flashed a thirteen-character com

bi nation of letters and nunbers, and Rocko re-
sponded with another. | raised ny brows ... a hand-

si gnal "handshake."

Al of a sudden, Rocko's deneanor changed as his

face nelted into a different one entirely. He gestured
to Paco, who closed his nmouth. Both suddenly | ooked
fifty 1Q points brighter

Rocko went to the stereo, a nice, state-of-the art
system out of place in these surroundi ngs, and turned
down the nusic. "Let's talk," he said, voice stil
sounding |like a stereotypical carpetbanger

Thi ngs got too weird for Yours Truly. While Rocko
rapped in a lingo full of terns relating to drugs and



rock'n'roll, he produced several pads and pencils,
enough for each one of us. The real conversation took
pl ace on the pads, while the duo spoke nost of the

m nd- numbi ng nonsense, occasionally hel ped out by

Al bert and Jill, who could talk the talk better than
Arlene or I.

The only part of the conversation | paid attention
to came off the pads.

Qur hosts filled in nore details of this G ave New
Wrld. Rocko was actually Captain Jerry Renfrew,

PhD, U. S. Arnmy and head of one of the CBNW
(chem bi o- nuke warfare) |abs. H's buddy was Dr.

Xavi er Felix, another chem cal warfare specialist.
But why did they pretend to be crystal-neth

deal ers?

I nnocuous, no threat, explained Felix with a
scribbl e.

Cvilian DEA, Felix wote. Pose crank cooker stuck
fake crimrecs into Nat Crinme Info Cen conptrs.
There was a noi se hal fway between a scream and a

laugh. It was Jill, and she was junping up and down.
Qut | oud she said, "I haven't heard that group since
was a kid!" The nusic was still blaring in the back-

ground, even though reduced to a volune that didn't
turn the brain to cottage cheese.

On paper, Jill wote: | did that!!!!! Mghtve done
your' s!

Too young, challenged Renfrew, erasing her apos-
trophe.

Judge/ book/ cover, argued Felix, added a circle slash
around the triplet, the international no-no synbol.
W passed all the notes around to everyone; but

each person got themin nore or |ess randomorder. It
took me a while to make sense out of the junble.

When everyone had seen a note, Felix or Renfrew
touched it to a Bunsen burner. The notes were witten
on flash paper, and they vanished instantly with a
snokel ess fl are.

According to Dr. Felix, the DEA, under alien

control, was still staffed by traitorous humans, even
now. They went hunting for people who could pro-

duce the "zonbi e-brew' chenical treatnent used to
rewor k humans into zonbi es.

They specifically hunted for the nore sophisticated
drug-lab chem sts. It nmade sense that Captain Ren-
frew and Felix, both infiltrating from opposite ends,
woul d comne toget her.

When Felix's hand needed a rest, the captain jotted
down: lab | headed one of few not overrun. He escaped
with all his notes and sone of his equiprment, grew his
hair long, and returned to alien territory to infiltrate.
Fel i x was al ready undercover, already infiltrating
the alien operation, and that's where it got tricky:
DEA knew Felix was really an agent; but they thought
he was spying on the aliens for DEA—who were
cooperating with the aliens in exchange for the prom
ise of all drugs off the street.

In fact, Xavier Felix was a doubl e-doubl e agent,
really working for the Resistance . . . unless he was a
triple-doubl e agent, or a doubl e-doubl e-doubl e agent,



in which case we were all sunk

Don't aliens investgt horrible noise? I wote.

They al |l owed thensel ves to |augh out |oud. At any
point in the nusic discussion, a laugh fit |ike a corpse
in potter's field.

Evi dently, excessive noise was not a problemaliens
cared nuch about.

Sonet hing was torquing ne off. After westling

with nyself, | finally wote it. How humans nake
zonbie brew, help aliens evin infiltrating?!?!

Renfrew stared, absently correcting sonething on

my note. Don't know what. He | ooked wounded, in

pain. Delib scrwng up recipe. Neurologic poison slow
kills drives nad. Makes usel ess.

The captain bent over me and read al ong. He

flipped his own sheet over and added: we're only hot
chems. Qthers druggi es cooks FDA that kind of crap
Everyone el se seened satisfied, so | dropped it. |

was the only one, | guess, who spotted the Cue of the
Horri bl e Adm ssion: even if they were screw ng up

the brew so the zonbies died or went mad—weren't

they still turning humans into zonbies in the first

pl ace?

How did they live with that?

W showed them nore about the cybermunmy.

They had the reaction of any scientist with a new toy.
If there were a solution, they were going to bust
hunps finding it.

They took us into the basenent, where the nusic
fromupstairs was nerely loud, not ear-splitting. | was
surprised a house in R verside had one, especially this
pi ece of crap. Then it hit me like a bony's fist: they
probably dug it thensel ves. Watever the case, we

were in the hands of inpressive dudes.

"You can talk quietly down here w thout fear of
surveill ance, " Felix whispered.

"Hooray," said Arlene, but kept her voice | ow.

"Amen," said Albert.

W left Felix and Renfrew and went downstairs,

where we rested a nonent. | was so tired | felt like the
marrow i n ny bones had turned to dust; or maybe

was having troubl e breathing down there. Wthout
intending to, | dozed off on a thick |eather couch
When | cane to, the others were unw apping the

mumry. |t was enbarrassing to have passed out I|ike

t hat .

"You okay, Fly?" Arlene asked over her shoul der

"Yeah, nust have been tireder than | thought," I

said. "Sorry about that."

"No problenp,"” said Arlene, yawning. "1'Il take the
next nap. You up to joining us?"

I nodded and noved in for a closer |ook

The cyberdude was the sanme as before, still a young

bl ack man turned into a conputer-age pin cushion
Earlier, we renoved enough bandages to see his face.
W uncovered his head and saw it was conpletely
shaved, the snmooth donme covered in little netal

knobs and di al s.

As Al bert and Arl ene continued unw apping, Jil

took a step back. The man wasn't wearing anything



but the quickly unw ndi ng bandages. As they started
unw appi ng bel ow the wai st, our fourteen-year-old
hel i on got enbarrassed. Oceans of gore she could

take without batting an eyel ash, but a nude young

man was enough to rmake her bl ush

| was deeply anused and grateful | woke up in tine

for the entertainment—Jill's reaction, | mean, not the
guy. The nore nonchal ant she tried to be, the nore

fun | had watching. She actually turned fire-engine
red, her normally pale cheeks matching her hair.

I noticed Arlene noticing nme noticing Jill. Ah,
wonen!

"I't's nothing to get worked up about," she told Jill.
"Maybe Jill should | eave the room" suggested

Al bert.

"That's her decision,” said Arlene.

"I don't want to go back upstairs with the

chens," she said. "At |east we can talk down here."
"Don't let themtease you, hon," Arlene said.

"Mbst everything you're told about sex when you're
growing up is a lie anyway."

"You nmean what they're told in school ?" Al bert

asked slyly.

"I was thinking of the lies they hear at home," said
Arlene, instantly regretting the reference. W didn't

want Jill constantly fixating on the slaughter of Mom
and Dad.
But the nore serious tone affected Jill positively.

She went back to the table and hel ped finish the

unw appi ng. She didn't | ook south nore than about
five or six tines. Seven, tops. Being a professional, |
was trained to notice details |like eye novenents.
"What time is it?" Arlene asked, yawning again.

She definitely deserved sone sack tine.

"Ask Fly," said Jill, "he's got the cl-cl-clock."
"Why didn't they have our conference down here

where we could talk, instead of using the pads?" asked
Arl ene,

| shrugged. "Aliens might think it was weird if
'customers' come over and the cooks disappear down
into the basenent with them"™

"Win't they think it just as strange if the custoners
di sappear al one?"

"Well, let's hope not."

| turned to Jill. "Earlier, you said you nmight be able
to comunicate with himon a conputer, through

one of those jacks. What's the next step?"

She went back to exam ning the body with the

proper detachnent. "Can you do it?" | asked

"Yes and no."

"Care to explain?"

"Yes | can connect, if you get ne the cables |I need.
One has to have a nmale Free-L-19, the other a male
Free-L-20, both with a two-fiber mass-serial connec-
tor at the other end.”

| sure hoped sonebody el se knew what the hell that
meant. "Were do you think we can get all that?"

"Try upstairs; if they don't have any, try Radio
Shack or ConpUSA. "

After witing down the kind of jacks required, |



took the list upstairs and showed it to the chem guys.
They didn't have what we needed, but the captain
produced an Auto Cl ub map and poi nted out the

near est Radi o Shack.

Kind of reassuring that L. A still had its priorities.
Back in the basenent, | asked who wanted to go.

And the result was predictable: "I'll go," said Jill.
"Anyone but Jill," | said. "Maybe |I shoul d—=

"Why can't | go?"

"I know there's not nmuch to do in Riverside except
shop,"” | admitted, "even before the denons cane.
But we've been through this already, Jill. W're stil
t he you' re-not-expendabl e period."

"I"ll go," said Albert.

"Fine," | said. "Now Arl ene can get some sack—
"Il gowith him Fly," said Arl ene.

"But you were yawning only a nonent beforel™
"I"'mnot tired now," she said, real perky.

| did what anyone in ny position would do. |
shrugged. If Arlene had surrender papers for ne, |
woul d have signed them on the spot.

29
Lately, | thought | was overdoi ng quotations
fromthe Book. |'d never had so vivid a recoll ection

for the Word until the world changed. I'd found tine
to read the scriptures once nore in the new era, and
now t he words stayed with ne, perhaps because the
altered world made the tales of the Book seem nore

vi vi d.

The original Mrnmons were condemmed not only

for taking multiple w ves, a behavior that m ght have
been cause for synmpathy instead of resentnent. Wat
upset other Anericans of the nineteenth century was
the claimthat God would reveal a whole new history
to newWy chosen saints. The concept of Latter Day
Saints was nore offensive to the Christian majority of
that time than any personal behavi or or econonic
consequences.

My favorite Bi ble passage was John 21:25, the end

of the Gospel According to Saint John, and it should
have been the perfect shield against such prejudice;
but nmost Christians pay little attention to the Wrd:
And there are al so many ot her things which Jesus

did, the which, if they should be witten every

one, | suppose that even the world itself could

not contain the books that should be witten.

Anmen.

They liked those words just fine in theory; practice
was sonething el se again. The portions where the
Book of Mrnon di sagrees with established Christian
practices didn't help either. People got really upset
when they were told they were not nerely wong, but
di abolically wong, on the subject of baptism

Hell. Arlene and | were about to go back into hell

W were trying to save living babies fromburning in
the hell on Earth. She was a good friend and conrade.
| liked her a ot and hoped | would not w tness her
deat h. But since beconing bold about her sinfu
interest in me, she was naki ng me unconfortabl e.
would find her a |lot easier to deal with if | weren't



tempted by her.

O if she would consent to. . . Jesus! Gve ne
strength! Am| really ready to contenplate holy union?
| grimaced; it was a very big step, a life comm tnent,
and | was too chicken to think about it yet. I didn't
feel much older than Jill!

My soul was troubled because | did desire Arlene. A
verse from Nephi kept running through ny mnd, |ike

a public service announcenent:

O Lord, | have trusted in thee, and I will trust in
thee forever. | will not put my trust in the arm

of flesh; for I know that cursed is he that

putteth his faith in the armof flesh. Yea, cursed

is he that putteth his trust in man or maketh

flesh his arm

"A buck for your thoughts," Arlene said, standing
very close to ne. W were taking our first rest stop in
an alley. Lately, | was coning to feel safer in alleys
than in open spaces.

"I was renmenbering a passage fromthe Book."

"You want to share it with ne?" she asked. | |ooked
deep into her bl oodshot eyes, the prettiest sight in the
worl d, and there was no nockery or sarcasm | wasn't
about to tell her how hard | was trying to resist
tenptation and that right now | spelled sin beginning
with a scarlet letter A

But there was an earlier passage fromthe Second

Book of Nephi that spoke directly to any warrior's
heart. | quoted it instead:

"O Lord, wilt thou make way for mne escape

before m ne enemes! WIt thou make my path

straight before ne! WIt thou not place a stum

bling block in my way—but that thou woul dst

clear ny way before nme, a hedge not up ny

way, but the ways of mine eneny."

"Good plan," said Arlene.

"CGod's plan.”

She touched ny arm and | felt rel axed instead of
tense. "Albert, what if | told you I'd be willing to
study your religion to see what it's about?"

| wasn't expecting that. "Wiy would you do that?"

| asked, probably too suspicious. In the Marines, | got
too used to being sucker-punched by antireligious
bi got s.

"I"'mnot promising to convert or anything," she
told me, "but | care about you, Al bert. You believe in
these things, and I want to understand."”

"Cool," | said; but I was still suspicious of her

noti ves.

She dropped the other shoe: "So if I'mwlling to
study what you believe, would you be willing to relax

alittle and we coul d get together?"

I'd expected nore subtlety from someone as intelli-
gent as Arlene, but then again, Marines were not
famous for an indirect approach. | had to cl ose ny
eyes before shaking nmy head. | couldn't nake the
word no cone out.

"I don't mean to make you unconfortable," said

Arl ene.

"You may nmean the best," | told her, "but it doesn't



matter what we do or say. Unless we're married, we
can't make | ove."

"You nmean we can't even fool around?" she asked.

"I mean we can't have sex together unless we're
married."”

| could tell by her expression | was a nmore surpris-
i ng phenonmenon than the spiderm nd. "You' re kid-
ding," she said. "Not even touching?"

"Not sexual touching." | w shed she'd let up

She | ooked away from ne, al nost shyly. "I'monly

tal king about a little fun."

| tried a new tack. "How can you think of fun when
the world is dying?"

"Seens |like a good tine to nme," she said. "W

could use a break."

"Arlene, any sex outside of marriage is fornication
even just touching. That kind of touching. The sin is
in the thought."

She nmunbl ed sonething. | could have sworn she
asked, "How about inside marriage?" But she turned
away and pretended she hadn't spoken. | suppose

Arl ene was as freaked about the thought as | was.

| didn't think I was making the best possible case

for my faith, but God isn't about winning a popularity
contest. He doesn't have to.

"Albert, if you ever feel differently, I'Il be there for
you." 1 could tell she'd run out of things to say. At this
nmonent, | probably seemed nore alien than a steam

denon or a bony.

Fortunately, the rest break was over. | pointed to

my watch and Arl ene nodded. We could return to the
far | ess dangerous territory of fighting nonsters in
hell. At least | knew what to expect fromthem
Not hi ng el se stood between us and the Radi o Shack
except the corpses of some dead dogs. We broke into
t he abandoned store, kicking in the inadequately
padl ocked door. W used our day-ni ght goggles to
hunt through the darkness, not wanting to use a
betraying light. A nunber of |arge spiderwebs were
spun across a wall of boom boxes, proof that one
Earth life formm ght survive the invasion un-

changed. | was surprised that the store didn't seemto
have been looted . . . but then, what for?
"We should be able to find the jacks for Jill," said

Arlene, who giggled right afterward. It took ne a
nmonent to recogni ze what was funny.

She was right, though. In the store's unlooted
condition, we found the jacks very quickly. She
pocket ed them and headed for the front of the store,
but stopped at a counter. Sonething had caught her

eye; | couldn't see what.
"I need to ask you a question," she said.
"Ask away."

"Do you | ove soneone?"

"That's a very personal question."

"That's why |I'm asking," she followed up. "Do
you?"

She deserved an answer. "Yes, but she's dead.”
"You never made |ove to her?"

"She died before we married."



"Thank you for telling ne," she said. "I'm not

trying to probe you, Al bert. |'ve succeeded in reveal -
ing too much of nyself. Now let's get back before |I say
somet hi ng el se stupid.”

She went out the door, and | glanced at the counter

to see a deno nusic CD of CGolden A dies, |led off by
Carly Simon singing "Nobody Does it Better." I'd

never heard the song but | could imagi ne the subject
matter. Jesus help us; was this a divine retribution?
shuddered; | hadn't seen any rai nbows since the

i nvasi on.

W didn't exchange another word on the way back.

Her expression was grim hard. She was probably

angry with herself for opening up to ne w thout

finding out first how!l really felt. Nonreligi ous people
usually had this trouble with us. W really nmeant it.
No wonder we came off |ike nuts. How could I tel

Arlene that she was probably allergic to nuts?

30

I let Jill take the next nap on the couch. For a
crazy nmoment | envied the numy for sleeping so
long. Jill didn't seemall that rested when Arlene and

Al bert returned, but any sleep had to be better than
none.

Jill asked if there was any coffee, and it turned out
that the chens stored it in the basenent. Hot-tap

cof fee hel ped bring her around, and with dark circles

under her eyes and still yawning, she got to work on
the man who was no |longer a numy but still plenty
cyber.

She attached the necessary wres, brought up her
ultramcro and started hacking. | still had my doubts
that this would actually work; but the nore excited
Jill becanme, the nore | was converted.

Then she said the magic words, "Yes, yes, yes!" and
got up to punp her armand strut like a guy. | doubt
that sex will ever give her that much excitenent.
About a m nute passed while she fiddled with the
TracPad, |istening to handshaking routines on the

audi o-out. She gave the first report: "I've nmade con-
tact with his brain at seventeen thirty-two. H s nane
is Kenneth Estes."

"Does he know where he is?" | asked.

Jill hesitated, and then spelled it out: "He thinks
he's dead and in hell."

"Can we talk to hinP" | asked.

"Yup," said Jill. "I can type questions, and you can
read his answers. But you have to scan through the
randomcrap; it's a direct link to Ken's brain."

"Al'l right, you interpret,” | replied. "The first thing
is find out who he is and why he's inportant enough
for denon gift-wapping."”

Arl ene sat up on the couch where she'd al npst

dozed off. This could well be too interesting to m ss.
Al bert sat in a chair, but he was wi de-awake. Jil
tapped for a long nmonent at her tiny keyboard, using
all ten fingers, much to ny surprise. | thought al
hackers were two-finger typists, it was a |l aw or sone-
thing. She read the first part of the man's story:

"As | said, his nane's Ken Estes. He's a conputer



sof tware designer slumrming as a Cl A anal yst. Low

| evel stuff, not a field agent or anything. He was born
in—

"No time for the fam |y background," | inter-

rupted. "Keep himfocused on how and why he

becanme a cybernumy. "

Sonmewhere, water was dripping. | hadn't noticed it
before, but it was very annoying while waiting for Jil
to pass on the nessages in silence. Finally, she spoke
again: "Wen the aliens | anded and started the war,

Ken was told by his superiors that the agency had

devel oped a new conputer which the operator

accessed in V.R node."

"What's V.R ?" Al bert asked.

"Odterm this guy's in his thirties! Virtual Reality;

we call it burfing now, from'body surfing,' | think."
"Ch, the net," said Al bert.
"We'| | go back to school later,” | junped in. "GCet

on withit, Jill!"

"Hi gh-ranking officers within the agency induced

Ken to accept the inplants 'for the good of the United
States.' Told himhe'd be able to help fight the aliens.
Instead, it turned out they were traitors within the
Conmpany—

Jill stopped for a nmoment, swallowi ng hard. She

t ook anot her sip of coffee before continuing. W were
back to her deep disgust for human traitors. She nade
herself read on. She wouldn't be guilty of dereliction
of duty.

The hi gh-ranking officers had cooperated with the
aliens, joining a crimnal conspiracy agai nst the coun-
try they were sworn to defend—and incidentally,

agai nst their own species. Ken "told" us nore

t hrough Jill: Conpany 'borged me, attached ne to

alien net, one not part conspiracy waited too long, tried
to save killed conspiratora-tora-tora befora took him
out .

"How did the aliens intend to use hinP" | asked.

Jill asked, and the answer came: Hoped hi m conduit
betwal i en bi ot echput er net puter and webw de hunman

d' bases crl syst ens.

"Jeez, it's like a sci-fi James Joyce," | said. "From
now on, you interpret, Jill. It gives ne a headache!"
"W live in a science fiction world,"” said Arlene,
wandering over fromthe couch, w de-awake, as Ken's

tale unfolded. "Fly, 1'd like to ask a question," she
sai d.

"Be ny guest."

"Jill, would you ask himhow nuch of the alien

t echnol ogy was bi ol ogi cal |l y based?"

Jill asked and passed on: "Ken says that all the alien
technol ogy is biotech, except for stuff they stole from
subj ect races, like the rocket technol ogy for the flying
skull's."

"Yes!" exclainmed Arlene, as excited as Jill at a

nmonent of vindication. "W've been on the right

track all along, Fly. The original eneny went as far
wi t h bi ol ogi cal techni ques as they possibly could.
Perhaps the first species they conquered lived on the
same planet, but had a nechani cal technol ogy they



were able to adapt to their own use. Eventually, they
conquered the Gate builders; we nmonkeyed with the
Gates, turned themon, and the invaders poured

t hrough. That woul d expl ain why in any choice be-
tween organi ¢ and mechanical, they always opt for the

bi ol ogi cal ."

"And it would al so explain why our own technol ogy
shows up in odd places," |I agreed, "and why they use
firearnms."

"They're pragmatic," said Albert. "Their study of

us proves that, these denonic forns they take."

| tried to get the show back on the road: "Jill, can he

tell us how they comunicate with one anot her?"

There was a long stretch before Jill hel ped us out

wi th our i mediate comunicati on needs. "He says

it hurts to think about this, but he will. He ..

realizes we're free. I've told hima little about us and
he does want to help."

"Tell himwe appreciate anything he can do," | said.

Anot her nonment passed and he answered the ques-

tion beyond ny expectation: "There are neural path-

ways integrated into the conputers. Psi-connections

carry all the orders. The aliens don't need to tell their

sl aves what to do! They nerely think the orders, but

it's different than nmerely thinking. No word. Project?

Psi mul cast ?"

"Does Ken know where the comrands ori gi nate?"

| asked.

"He doesn't understand the question,"” Jill an-
swered quickly.
"Uh, I'mnot asking if he knows where the ultinmate

| eaders happen to be right now But does he know
how t he chain of command functions for the inva-

si on?"

Jill's forehead showed sonme extra furrows as she
passed on ny thoughts, probably doing sone translat-
ing along the way. Finally, Ken passed on a detailed
report, filtered through Jill.

"Question is neaningless; no hierarchy."

"Hi ve culture? Collective?"

"Nope; they just. .. huh? Unh, they just all do the
same thing. The aliens thenselves; the slaves—+

t hi nk that nmeans everyone not part of 'the people —
fight like crazy. That's why they're not 'the people.""
"Can Ken issue conmands?"

"Fly, that's what he was nmade for! Receive alien
conmands and convey themto human systens.”

"I mean, the other way 'round?"

She tapped, stared. "He doesn't understand the
question. It's like he's not allowed to think about it or
see the question. Sone sort of protected-node thing
firmwired in. Wit, he's tal king again

"This '"invasion fleet' is actually an exploration
fleet. Highest-intel aliens are the entities inside the
spi derm nds. Send out fleets, probe, when feasible
conquer alien worlds, no reason other than raw pow

er. Well, Ken can't understand the reason, if there is
one.

"Slave nmasters with an expandi ng enpire, but nore
interested in finding new genetic material to absorb



into their web-of-life-which is how they think of
it—than they are in having new individual slaves
especially short-lived, contentious slaves."

Jill stopped tal king and took off the headphones,
rubbi ng a hand across her forehead. "Are you al

ri ght?" asked Arl ene.

"Littl e headache. 1'lIl be all right," she said.

"You need to stop?" | asked.

"No. Hey, | just had a brainstorm If we could get
Ken jacked into one of the alien term nals and
override the safeties, we could sabotage their net!"
"Brilliant idea," | said. "Wiy didn't | think of
that?" | wi nked. "Maybe we coul d sabotage their
entire technol ogy base."

"There's a problem When he's connected to the

net, there are built-ins that override his human voli -
tion. The nonitor can't take over the CPU. "

"It can if it has its own chip set and speci al
programm ng," nuttered Arlene.

"The programthat shuts off his brain must have a

"front end' sonmewhere in his brain," Jill said—+to
herself, | presuned. "If | can find it, | can disable it,
or I"'mnot Jill Hoerchner."

"Are you?" asked my pal

Jill glanced over at her and added, "I'd need a qui et

pl ace where | can be undi sturbed for several days.

Days, not hours."

There were several hundred questions | wanted to

ask Ken; but we heard a | oud noise fromupstairs. It

didn't sound like nore of the headbanger nusic. It

sounded |i ke heavy feet thunping around upstairs.

Maybe it was aliens coming to pick up their supply of

zonbi e brew

| was pissed that the chens hadn't warned us when

t hese "guests" would pay thema visit; then |I realized

that the aliens wouldn't stick to any kind of set

program All the nore reason for the captain and the

doctor to maintain their act.

Very quietly, Arlene flicked off the one light in the

baserment ceiling. W sat in the dark. W heard raised

voi ces; the chens were denying that they'd seen a

human "stri ke teant or a human wapped in ban-

dages.

| heard the telltale hiss of inp talk; | held ny breath
there were a lot of feet tranping around up there.

A new ki nd of voice spoke next, a grating, netallic

nonotone. |t sounded like a robot froman old sci-fi

novi e, or something speaking through a vocoder

Once this voice entered the conversation, our hu-

man allies sounded frantic. | had a bad feeling about

this. Good agents would put on a believable act. Good

agents would stick to the part, right to the point of

death. But were they?

The next sound we heard was all too fanmiliar: a

power f ul expl osi on shook the house, followed by the

snell of fire from above. Before we could even think

about acting, there was another explosion, and now

snoke began to drift down the wooden steps to our

hi di ng pl ace.

W listened to the alien stormtroopers start tearing



the place apart. They'd convinced ne of their sinceri-
ty intrying to find us. | huddled the others and said:
"The bastards will find the basenment. Qur only hope

is if the cooks dug an escape tunnel, one that exits
fromhere.'

Keeping the light off didn't make it any easier, but I
hadn't noticed a tunnel when we could see. If ny pipe
dream produced a real pipe, the opening would be

hi dden anyway. W rummaged t hrough spare equi p-

ment, desperately trying not to nmake noi se. The stuff
was mainly netal, so the process wasn't easy.

The chenms had stored their chemical stuff in the
baserment. Tanks of volatiles, glassware, a fire extin-
gui sher, jars and jars of chenmicals (and | was gratefu
the glass was thick). There were plenty of shelves and
books. And nowhere behind any of this did we find a
secret opening.

W hunted the walls, shaking bookcases that m ght

be doors, checking fireplaces for hidden hol es, any-
thing at all! |I was about to give up when ny hands
cane to rest on a bookcase that seenmed bolted down,
unl i ke the others.

| started tuggi ng on various books to see if one of
themwas a trigger mechanism Two things happened
simul taneously. First, | found a book that woul dn't
nove. Never had | been happier to find something

st uck.

Second, with a triunmphant how ing, the inps found

the trapdoor and flung it wide, letting light pour into
t he basenent.

W froze; | was a statue holding up the bookshel f;

Al bert stood nearby, holding the naked Ken in a
fireman's carry; Jill was part of that tableau, holding
her CompMac ultramicro, still jacked into Ken; and
Arlene was on the other side of the basement room in
the gloom O the five of us, Ken did the best job of
pl ayi ng dead, but he had an unfair advantage.

A thing dropped down the open trap

Thi s baby | ooked vaguel y humanoi d—eh, they

were keeping at it—but definitely alien. The yell ow
whi te, naked body maintained the hell motif so

popul ar with the invaders. No obvious genitalia. The
arms and | egs were unusually small and thin. The

nost outstanding feature was the way the skin rippled
i ke bubbling marshmal | ows over an open fire. |
wondered if this mght be one of their enslaved races.
As it cane closer, it dawned on me why the spindly
linmbs were irrelevant to its effectiveness in battle. The
new nonster was hot. | nean, fires-of-hell-make-

your - eyebal | s-pop hot. No wonder the skin rippled
fromthe amazing heat. He was like a nmirage in the
desert nmade into burning sulfur-flesh, the nost "hell-
i sh" creature yet.

There were books on the shelf right next to it. They

burst into flame fromhis proximty, lighting the
room and the wood of the shelf charred right before
our eyes. Maybe it was an optical illusion, but it

appeared that actual flames danced along the thing's
skin. The little voice in the back of nmy head started
shri eking: Saved the best for last! The trouble with the



little voice was that it was so damed optim stic.

As the living torch noved closer, | sawits eyes
weren't really eyes—nore like a ring of flamng dots

so bright that it hurt to | ook at them | wondered how
we m ght appear to this creature; | also wished | had a
barrel of ice water to throw on the uninvited guest.
The others were as confused as their fearless |eader
Arlene was able to fire off a short burst from her AB-
10. The thing didn't even react, but Arlene's nachine
pi stol became so hot she had to drop it. Then the fire-
t hi ng noved between the others and Yours Truly,
focusi ng on ne.

Having cut ne off, the nonster put on a little magic
act. It was so bright, I couldn't turn away, no natter
how painful. . . and | watched its body actually con-
tract, becoming brighter as it squeezed together—ike
it was about to expl ode.

Trai ni ng took over, the healthy respect we were

taught for all kinds of explosives. | had no desire to
becone Marine fl anbe.

| dove to the side, screanming inarticulately; every-
one got the idea, falling flat, trying to cover hinself.
Fi reboy expl oded, a blast |ancing out and disintegrat-

i ng the bookshel f where | had stood a nonent before.

Al bert threw hinmself over Ken's body, then left Ken

on the fl oor and grabbed his Uzi clone. W had all the
[ight we could use.

The big Mrmon opened fire. The big gun actually
sounded soft conpared to the horrific explosion from
the alien, but the result was the sane as with Arlene.
Did the thing generate a heat field around its i medi -
ate body surface, heat so intense that bullets dissol ved
bef ore getting through?

One good plan was growing in ny head: run away!

This was a nuch better plan than it sounded. Rising
shakily to ny feet, | could see quite clearly the tunne
we'd been trying to find. The shelf 1'd been exploring
had i ndeed covered the exit, and the expl osion had

done a superb job of open sesane. | considered howto
rescue the others, or at least Jill and Ken. The mi ssion
wasn't a burnout case yet.

For some reason, the fire nonster seened to have a
thing for me; it targeted me again. | recognized the
telltale signs. Looking right at ne (if those black dots
counted for eyes), it began to contract, powering up
for another burst.

Before | ended nmy career as a piece of toast, Arlene
cane to the rescue. She got right behind the nonster
and opened fire from behi nd. Having | earned her

| esson about wasting bullets on this guy, she used the
fire extinguisher.

Never discourage initiative, that's ny nottol

She sprayed the thing, snarling, "Goddamed fire-
eater!" It was the best nane she'd invented in quite a
whi | e.

The nonster screaned. The fire extingui sher was
actual ly extinguishing the fire! This suggested a whol e
new approach to dealing with the nonsters: properly

| abel ed househol d appliances coul d restore Heaven

on Earth.



Arl ene kept pouring the foamon the fire-eater, who
was meki ng a sound somewhere between a screeching

cat and sizzling bacon. If the Marine Corps were
around after we'd saved the world, |1'd recommend a
special medal for Arlene as naster of unconventiona
weaponry: first the chainsaw, now the safety equip-
nent .

I have the highest possible regard for wonen who

save ny life.

"Move out!" | bellowed to one and all, issuing one

of nmy favorite orders. Everyone |liked the idea just
fine. Except for one inp, that is, without the brains to
avoi d tough Marines who had just stopped a nonster
conpared to which an inp isn't fit to light cigars.
Imps aren't generally all that bright, of course, so
don't know why | was surprised. The ugly little sucker
dropped through the hole and threw a flanmi ng wad of
snot that | refused to take seriously. On the other
hand, one of those wads cashed the chips of Bil

Ritch. The thought made nme doubly mad, so ..

| returned fire with nmy doubl e-barrel ed, thinking

how | actually preferred an honest, ail-American duck
gun like this one to the fascist, punp-action variety.
Yeah! The inp split down the nmiddle, the guts making
a Rorschach test. Better than a riot gun, no question
about it.

We haul ed ass down the tunnel as | ran our |ist of
liabilities. There was only one, actually, but it was big.
If we'd gotten the shelf open and cl osed behind us,
we' d have a decent chance right now. However, all the
nmonsters in the world knew where we'd gone, and the
hordes woul d be hot on our heels.

Rei nforcing this idea was the hissing, growing,
slithering, wheezing, roaring, shlunmping, and thud-

t hud-t huddi ng a few hundred neters behind us.

There was nothing to do but run like thieves in the

ni ght .

Arl ene brought the fire extingui sher with her; God
knows why, unless we ran into another of our brand-
new playmates. Al bert and Jill were strapped, so their
hands were free to carry Ken. Poor Ken. The way he
was getting knocked around, bruised, and cut, he
woul d have been doing a lot better if the bandages had
been left on. If we got out of this, |I prom sed to buy
hi m a whol e new body bandage.

The tunnel, wi nding snakelike, was terribly narrow,
lined with raw earth and occasionally propped wth
wooden braces. The little voice in the back of ny

head insisted we were perfectly all right, so long as the
passage wasn't bl ocked. This was the same voice that
always told ne to | eave the unbrella hone right

bef ore the heaviest rainfall of the year

Now, it's not like we hit a real cave-in. If we had,
we'd sinply have died right there. But a partial cave-
in we could deal with.

Al bert threw his nmassive frame at the wall of dirt,
and it shifted. W were slowed down by Jill and

Arl ene pushing Ken through, while Al bert yanked
fromthe other side. | guarded the rear with the

shot gun | oaded, ready for bear. No bears.



A few feet ahead, we hit the outside of a huge pipe
and found a hole buzz-cut right through it. W opened
it, and | wished 1'd left nmy olfactory senses back on
Mars.

"EW" said Jill, another unsolicited but insightfu
commentary.

Sewer main. W were assailed by the odor of

nmet hane.

"Dive in, the offal's fine!" said Arlene cheerfully.
The sound of our pursuers only fifty meters back

made the idea a | ot nore appealing. W could hear
their raspy breat hing.

W ducked into the sewers, very careful that Ken

shoul dn't accidentally drown. W'd come this far

toget her, and he was starting to feel like a nmenber of
the famly

As we ran we heard the |ast sound anyone wants to

hear underground: the roar and whoosh of a rocket.
crashed into the others, making Al bert drop Ken
Sonet hi ng heavy, snelling of burnt copper, whizzed
over our heads; a nasty little rocket that just started to
curve, heat-seeking, but couldn't quite nake the turn
It blew a hole in the pipe instead.

And 1'd thought the tunnel snelled bad before!

| shook the dust out of ny eyes and coughed, then
lifted Jill fromthe ground. Tears were pouring down
her face, but she wasn't crying; nmy eyes were watering
too. Al bert jerked Arlene to her feet, and they both
checked on Ken, who was |ying facedown with a pile

of dirt on his head.

Jill opened his nmouth, shoveled the dirt out, and

made sure he hadn't swall owed his tongue. He

coughed, and Jill got to her feet, handing Ken off I|ike
a sack of wheat. | |oved watching a fourteen-year-old
do what was considered crimnal in the previous

world: act like an adult.

"Over here," yelled Albert, pointing to a small

hatch |l eading to a cranped corridor. The nonsters

were big; they'd have a hard tinme foll ow ng

Al bert went first, probably not a good idea. |
preferred Jill and Arlene in front. If we were am
bushed from behind, the girls might still get through
and Al bert and | could hold off the Bad Guys; the

m ssion would go on

But it was too late to do anything about it now At

| east we knew that anywhere Al bert went, the rest of
us could easily follow 1 brought up the rear, hanging
back to delay, if necessary.

The corridor walls were lined with pipes. \Wen |

caught up with the others, they were trying to open a
pressure hatch at the far end. | brought bad luck with
me—the sound of another rocket.

Albert and | dived left, Arlene and Jill right, taking
Ken with them Qur actions confused the heat-seeker

it turned partially starboard, exploding and rupturing
several pipes. Again we had the fun of choking and
gaggi ng on a huge burst of nethane.

Al bert grunted as he turned the difficult pressure
hatch; we heard the gratifying sound of netal grinding
against metal. He didn't open the portal a nonent



t oo soon.

Looki ng back, | saw inps, zonbies, and one bony.

That answered the question of who' d been firing

rockets. Bringing up their rear was either another fire-
eater or the one Arlene had sprayed with the foam |If
the latter, he'd be | ooking for payback

Arl ene stepped up, fire extinguisher pointed, ready

for round two. | suddenly renenmbered sonething
fromny raucous high school daze. "No!" | shout ed.
"Cet back! Get through the hatch right now "

She got.

Coming out last, | slamed the hatch shut and
spun the wheel. "That's not going to last," said
Al bert.

"Wn't need to," | said, backing away. "Everybody,

get way back!"

Al bert's face was a mask of puzzlement; then it

dawned on hi m what was about to happen

"Hope you all really Iike barbecue,"” | addressed the
troops. "Hey, Arlene. Remenber when they built the

L. A subway?"

"Yeah . . ." she said, scowing, still confused.

The nother of all gas expl osions rocked us off our
feet, blowi ng the hatch clean off its hinges; the flying
nmetal could have killed any of us in the path.

1 staggered to ny feet. It didn't take a lot of nerve to
go over and check on the results; just a strong stom
ach. Not hing survived that explosion, not even the
fire-eater.

As | peered into the maw of hell, | saw nothing |eft

of the alien pursuers except shreds of flesh and a fine
m st of alien blood. And of course the lingering odor
of sour | enons.

"\What happened?" asked Jill, stunned. At |east, |
assunme that's what she asked; all | could hear was a

| ong, | oud al arm bell

I'"d counted on the fire-eater; thankfully, it was hot
enough to set off the methane.

Jill was conpletely recovered from bei ng stunned.

She junmped up and down and shout ed sonet hi ng,

probably some contenporary equival ent of yowza.

W old folk were still a little shell-shocked as we
continued along the sewer. After several tw sts and
turns, it dawned on us we were | ost.

Arl ene had a conpass, and now was the time to use

it. "We've got a problem" she said; | was just starting
to be able to hear again. "It shows a different direc-
tion every tine."

"Electric current in the pipe switches," | said.

"Take averages, figure out a rough west."

No matter where we were and what was happeni ng,

t he wat chwords nust be "Go west, go west." We'd
find the conputer in L.A, so the President had told
us; hope he knew what he was tal king about. There,
we guaranteed a reckoning the eneny woul d | ong
remenber.
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W continued westward until we finally

energed several klicks fromwhere we'd entered

Ni ght was falling again. W'd had a busy day.



"Transportation," Al bert pointed out. W beheld

an ol d Lincoln Continental, covered in sone kind of
crud hal fway between rust and slime, nmaking it

i mpossible to determne its original color. It probably
had an automatic transm ssion; the nere thought

made ne shudder.

Al bert went over and opened the unl ocked door

There was no key. "I'Il bet it still runs," he said, lying
down on the seat so he could | ook up at the steering
colum. He did violence to the crappy housing and
started fiddling with the wires. A noment |ater the
engi ne coughed into life.

"You hot-wired the car," said Jill, inpressed.
"Sure," he said

"I"msurprised you' d know how to do that," she

sai d.

"Why?" he asked, getting out of the dinosaur

"Was that part of sniper training?" Jill wanted to
know.

"Part of my troubled youth."

"I wish more Mornmons were |ike you," she told

hi m

"The Church was good for me, Jill,"” he told her. "It
turned ny life around.™”

"Whi ch way were you facing?" she asked jokingly.
"Toward hell," he said.

"You're still facing that way," observed Arl ene,
"every time you take a step.”

"Yes," he agreed, "but nowl'mable to fight it. 1'd
rather blast a denmon than give himny soul."

We'd had this conversation before. | preferred
opting out this tine. Arlene didn't mnd a dose of
deja vu, apparently, but then, she was sweet on the
guy. "They're aliens," she said.

"Sure," he agreed. "But for ne, they're denobns

too."

One nman's inmage of terror is another nman's joy

ri de. Speaking of which, the old Lincoln was enough
of a monster for me. | was half sorry it still ran. A
qui ck 1 ook at the gas gauge told the story: half a tank
plenty to make it to Los Angel es.

One thing about an old family car: there was plenty
of roomfor our famly, including Ken propped up
between Jill and Arlene in the backseat. | was happy
to let Albert drive. | rode shotgun

Al bert flipped on the lights in the twlight and
triunphantly announced, "They work!"

"CGreat," | said. "Now turn themoff."

"Ch, right," he said like a little boy caught playing
with the wong toy. We drove al ong without lights,
headi ng toward the di m ni shed gl ow of ElIlay.

"Do you have a new pl an?" Arlene asked.

@ ancing in the rearview mrror, | saw that Jill was
sleeping. "OF course,” | said. "Always. | think we
shoul d hijack a plane, elude any pursuit—

"Yeah," Albert interrupted. "I wonder if they have
any aircraft? | haven't seen any."

"Maybe they're using zonbie pilots,"” Arlene com

ment ed hopefully. Zonmbie pilots would not have fast
refl exes.



"So, as | was saying," | continued, "we take our

pl ane and hot-tail it to Hawaii. There we find the War
Technol ogy Center and take them Ken. Wth hel p
fromJill, we plug Ken into the bionet and crash the
whol e, friggin alien system™

"Good plan,"” said Al bert.

"Ditto," said Arlene.

It was good to be appreciated. Wth a proper

respect for Yours Truly, | nmight yet help Arlene to find
God. | was certain that Al bert wouldn't mind that.
"Wonder if there'll be nonsters at the city limts,"
said Al bert at |ength.

"Don't see why they'd have that nuch organiza-

tion," | answered, "after what we've seen. Wat do
you think, Arlene?" | asked, glancing into the rear-
view mirror again. She'd joined Jill in the Land of

Nod. G ven the condition of Ken Estes, the backseat
had becone the sleeping conpartnment of this particu-
[ar train.

"The girls are taking forty," conmented Al bert

with a touch of envy.

"How are you hol di ng up?" | asked.

"Driving in the dark without |ights keeps the old
adrenaline flow ng."

"I know what you mean. But if you can use sone
relief, I'll spell you."

He risked taking his eyes off the black spread of
road | ong enough to gl ance over. "You're all right,
Fly. I see why Arlene respects you so nuch."

"She's told you that?"

"Not in so many words. But it's an easy tell."

W both tried to discern something of the road. The
hori zon was bright, in contrast to the darkness right
in front of us. It was that time of day. | rubbed ny
eyes, suddenly starting to lose it.

"Why don't you take a nap?" he suggested.

"No. Should at |east be two of us awake, and | want
to make sure you' re one of them™

"Ri ght."

Exhausted but too wired to sleep, we nmade it into
Los Angeles at night. W didn't run into any nonster
patrols on the way. Maybe they were saving up sone
real doozies for us at the Beverly Center.

At the outskirts of the city, zonbie guards shuffled
back and forth in a caricature of mlitary discipline.
Even a zonbi e woul d have noticed our approach if
we' d had the headlights on. Score one for basic
procedur e.

Al bert took a side road, but we ran into the sane
problem "How |l ong do | keep this up?" he asked.

"Al'l night, I'd say, if | hadn't prepared for this."
" How?"

"I didn't throw out the | enbns we didn't get around

to using before. I wapped themin plastic wap from
the MREs. W still have themwth us."

"To borrow fromJill, ick!" he said. "Wo's been
carting around that rotting crap?"

"You, Bubba!"

"Just for that, Fly, you get to wake the girls." The
man knew a thing or two about revenge.



W parked and | woke up Jill first. Then I let Jil

ri sk tapping Arlene on the shoul der. Some tough
Marines you wake with kid gl oves—er better yet,

with a kid. Arlene came to with a start, but she was
good. Very good.

The night air felt pleasantly cool. As we spoiled it
with spoiled citrus, Jill asked, "Wat about Ken?"
"Linme and |l enon himtoo," said Arlene. "W've al

got to be the same to the zonbi e noses."

"So, walk or ride?" asked Albert.

"Don't see any reason to give up these wheels

before we have to," | said, amazing mysel f, consider-
ing how | regarded the old Lincoln. "Wth the w n-
dows down, we ought to pass.”

"I 1 ook dead enough to keep driving," said Al bert.
W all piled back in, thought rancid, graveyard

t houghts, and roll ed.

As we approached the first zonmbi e checkpoint,
started worrying. There hadn't been any other cars
around. But we'd seen a fleet of trucks with zonbie

drivers back in Buckeye. I'd have felt a lot better if we

weren't the only car.

Suddenly we were ramred from behind. A truck

had hit us. It didn't have lights. One good view in the
side mirror revealed a zonbie driver. "Don't react,"

hi ssed to everyone, fearing a volley of gunfire at the
wrong nonent. Everyone kept his cool

"W weren't hit very hard," | said. The truck was
barely tooling along, at about the same sl ow approach
speed we were doing. "Everyone all right?" | asked
quietly.

Wiile | received affirmatives, the zombie driver
denonstrated sone ancient, primtive nerve inmpul se
that had survived fromthe human days of Los Ange-

| es. The fughead | eaned on his horn. Al of a sudden,
conpletely relaxed. Cetting past the checkpoint was
going to be a cinch.

"Shall | take us in, Corporal?" asked Al bert, obvi-
ously on the sane wavel engt h.
"Hit it, brother," | said.

The truck stuck close to our bunper through the

totally porous checkpoint. After that, we just drove in
typical L.A style, weaving drunkenly between

zonbi e-driven trucks, |eaning on our horn, all the

time heading for the ever popular LAX. | wanted to

give the airport the biggest laxative it had ever had
with Lenon Marine Suppositories. Ceans out those

unsi ghtly nonsters every tine!
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W dunped the car in one of the over-

crowmded LAX parking lots. Lot C, in fact. There was
real joy in not worrying about finding a parking place,
and an even greater pleasure in not worrying about
remenbering it.

W only had to hop a single fence to get where we

were going, in the time-honored tradition of hijack-
ers, and Ken didn't weigh very much. A thought

crossed my nmind. "So, uh, one of us knows howto fly

a plane, right?"

"Better than flying it wong,

Arl ene said.



"No time for jarhead hunor,"” | said. "G nme an
answer . "

"Funny," said Arlene, quite seriously, "but | was
about to ask the same question. Really."

W both | ooked at Albert. "I'd been planning to

take |l essons, but | never got around to it," he adnit-
ted sadly.

"How hard can it be?" | asked, recalling the words

of an old novie character.

W infiltrated the refueling area for the big jets, and
I found the perfect candidate: an ancient C5 Air
Force transport, which could easily nake it all the
way to Hawaii. Assum ng sonebody could drive it.
Everyone was al ready doi ng a good zonbi e perfor-
mance, although | still thought Jill was overdoing it.
Ken was propped between Al bert and nme, and we

were able to make it |l ook |ike he was stunbling al ong
with us. We prepared to tranp up the ramp, joining a
herd of other zonbies.

A pair of Cydes waited at the entrance. Dam the

[ uck! We could pass for zonbi es anbng zonbi es, but |
wasn't at ail sure about these guys,

They were di sarning each zonbie as it entered the
plane. It was a perfectly reasonabl e precaution, con-
sidering how zonbies acted in close quarters when
they were jostled, pushed, pulled ... or dam near
anything else. |I couldn't blane the Cydes for not
wanting the plane to be suddenly depressurized, but
the idea of being disarned was not at all appealing.
W did sone shifting around, then hit the ranp

with nyself in the | ead, the other four right behind
me, four abreast with Jill and Ken on the inside. Jil
did as good a job as | had of keeping Ken's end up
Thi s makeshift plan could work if the Cydes were

bor ed.

Sure enough, they barely paid attention as we

simply took our heavy artillery and tossed them on
the pile outside the plane. Bye-bye, shotgun. This |eft
us with nothing but the pistols hidden inside our

j acket s.

We stuck close to each other, lost in the zonbie

nmob, as the plane started to taxi; then we worked our
way up front. The Cydes were in the back, huddled
and tal ki ng about sonething. By the tinme the plane
lifted off, giving ne that rush I always get from

t akeoff, we were cl ose enough to the front that we
coul d duck behind the curtain leading to the cockpit
door. | took it on nyself to give it a gentle push
The door opened inward, revealing a pair of inps
hovering over a strange gl obe, another product of
alien technol ogy, bolted to the floor. The nonsters
appeared to be driving the plane through the use of
this pul sing, humm ng, buzzing ball. It gave ne a
headache just |ooking at it; biotech nade me need a
Pept o- Bi smol . The glistening, sweating device was
connected to the instrument panel

The inps' backs were to us. They were so preoccu-
pied with their task, they didn't even turn around
when we entered. | closed the door quietly and | ocked
it.



Fromthe cockpit | saw Venus ... we were going the
wrong way, due east!

This sinmply would not do. | pointed at the inps,

and then at Arlene. She nodded. W stepped forward,
pistols in hand, and the barrels of our guns touched

t he back of inp heads at exactly the sane instant.

The little voice in the back of my head chose that
instant to open its fat yap and suggest that Arlene and
| should say sonmething to the inps, on the order of,
"We're hijacking this plane to Hawaii. W never did
have a proper honeynoon!"

But there was no way to give an inp orders, other

than Fall down, you're dead! We'd sinply take over

the plane. After we killed the inps.

I"mcertain that Arlene and | fired at the same
nmonent. The idle thoughts passing through nmy mnd
couldn't have affected the results.

But sonet hi ng went w ong.

The inp Arlene tapped went down and stayed

down. She put two nore bullets in him al nost by
reflex, to make certain that the job was good and
done. | should have been able to take care of one |ousy
imp, after the way we'd exterm nated ridicul ous num
bers of zonbi es, denobns, ghosts, and punpkins.

One lousy inp! At the closest possible range! The
head turned ever so slightly as |I squeezed the trigger
Sonehow the bullet went in at an angle that didn't

put the inp down.

Turni ng around, screaming, it flung one flam ng

snotball. One lousy snotball. | dived to the left. Arlene
was already out of the line of fire, on the right, taking
care of the other one. Jill crouched, fingers stuck in

her ears, trying to keep out the |oud reverberations of
the shots in the encl osed space. Al bert could have
done the sane.

But Al bert froze. As much of a pro as he was, he

stood there with the dunb expression of a deer caught
in the headlights, right before road kill. Maybe Al bert
had a little voice in the back of his head, and it had
chosen that noment to bug him O naybe it was

such a foregone conclusion that these inps were toast,
he'd | et down his guard, taking a brief nental rest at
preci sely the wong nonent.

The fireball struck himdead-center in the face.

| remenbered losing Bill Ritch that way.

It didn't seemright to survive all the firepower this
side of the goddammed sun, and then cash in on
something so trivial. It nade me so nad, the cockpit
vani shed in a haze of red. It was like I'd nmainlined
anot her dose of that epinephrine stuff from Dei nos.

| dropped ny gun and junped on the inp, beating

at it with ny fists, tearing at it with nmy teeth. | was
scream ng | ouder than poor Al bert, withing on the
floor holding his face.

Hands were on ne from behind, trying to pull ne

off, little hands. Jill was behind nme, yelling sonething
inm ear | couldn't understand; but the part of ne
that didn't want to hurt Jill won out over the part that

wanted to rip the inp apart with ny fingernails.
Letting go seened a bad idea, though; there'd be



not hing stopping it fromtossing the fireballs to fry us
all. Then | heard Arl ene shouting something about a
"clear shot,” and | suddenly renenbered the inven-
tion of firearnmns.

The caveman junped out of the way to give Cockpit
Anni e the target she wanted. She punped round after
round into the inp's open mouth. He never closed it.
He never raised his claw hands agai n.

O course, while we were encountering these diffi-
culties, there was a conmotion outside. | guess we
had nade a bit of noise.

One of the zonbies tried the door. The lock held for
now. Sanity returned, and | hel ped the blinded Al bert
get up, casually noticing that he hadn't taken any of
the flam ng stuff down his throat or nose. He m ght
live.

In the distance we heard gunshots and curses. The

G ydes nust have been forcing their way forward,
shooting any zonbies in their way. Suddenly, | was
grateful that the plane was a sardine can of solid,
rewor ked fl esh.

"Ckay, noment of truth,"” said Arlene, the mantle

of command falling on her there and then. It's not
something 1'd wish on nmy worst eneny. "Who's goi ng
to fly this dammed thi ng?" she asked in the tones of a
demand, not a question.

The gunshots crept close. W had perhaps a m nute.

"I will,"” said Jill in a small voice; but with confi -
dence. | renenbered her stint in the truck with sone
trepidation. Then | remenbered how she stayed be-
hind the wheel after a missile tried to take her head
of f.

"You didn't tell us you could fly one of these,"
sai d, getting nmy voice back

"You didn't ask," she said. It sounded |ike one of
those ol d conedy routines, but w thout a |augh track
It wasn't funny.

"Jill," | said, "have you ever flown a plane before?"
"Kind of."

"Kind of ? What the hell does that nean?"

A zonmbie threw itsel f against the door, where

Al bert still nmpaned. He braced hinself, still fighting,
still a part of the team

She sighed. "Ckay, | haven't really flown; but I'ma
wi zard at all the different flight simulators!”
Arlene and | stared at each other with mounting
horror. | hated to admt it, even to nyself, but ny
experience bringing dowmn the mail rocket—with a

hi gh-tech program hel ping every mle of the way—
probably qualified nme less to fly the G5 than Jill with
her simul ators.

"All right?" | said to Arlene.

"Right," she answered, shrugging, then went to

hook up Ken
| helped Jill look for jacks on the glistening biotech
She was more willing to touch it than I was. She found

what she needed and pl ugged Ken into the system
The operation went snoothly; he'd been designed for
t he purpose.

Jill called up SinFlight on her ConpMac and



tapped furiously, connecting it to Ken, then to the

actual plane. A nmonent |ater she spoke with that

triunphant tone of voice that rarely let us down:

"Cot it! We have control!"

The gunshots suggested the Cydes were getting

cl oser, and nore heavy bodi es were beginning to

t hrow t hensel ves agai nst the cockpit door. | was

about to make a suggesti on when Al bert beat nme to it.

He was down but not out.

"CGodspeed, " whi spered Al bert, still covering his

eyes. "Now, why don't you purge all the air fromthe

cabi n, daughter?"

Rai sing ny eyebrows, | silently mouthed "daugh-

ter" to Arlene, but she shook her head. Al bert obvi-

ously meant it generically. He was much too young to

be her real father.

Faster and faster, Jill typed away . . . then the rag-

i ng, surging sounds behind the door grew di nrer and

dinmrer, finally fading away to nothing. Mdern

death by keyboard. W were already at forty thousand

feet and clinbing; up there, there was too little air to

sustain even zonbies. And C ydes, hunman-real or

human-f ake, had a human need for plenty of 2.

"Well done, daughter," said Al bert. He could hear

just fine.

Havi ng come this close to buying it, | could hardly

bel i eve we were safe again. A coughing fit cane out of

nowhere and grabbed ny heart. Arlene put her arm

around ne and said, "Your turn to sleep again." |

didn't argue. | noticed that Al bert was already

snoozi ng.

Sleep that knits up the ravel ed sl eave of care . |,

| felt too |lousy, and too guilty sonmehow, to stay

under for long. Less than a half hour later I was awake

again. Jill had turned around, crossed the coastline,

and was over the ocean. Al was well with the world
for a few seconds | onger

"Holy hell, we're losing airspeed!” she suddenly

screaned, jerking us all awake. "We're losing alti-

tude! ™

It's al ways sonet hi ng.

The engi nes strai ned and whi ned, making the

noi ses they would i f headed into a ferocious head

wi nd. But there was no wind. Wth a big fooooonp,

one engine flamed out. Jill wasn't kidding about the

quality of her simulator exercises; she instantly dived

the plane to restart it. Then she headed back, circling

around to try again.

"Stupid monster mechanics,” | yelled. "Dunb-ass

denon dil do ground crew How the hell do these

idiots intend to conquer the world when they can't

even—

"Shut up!" Jill shouted. | shut up. She was right.

could be pissed off all | wanted after she saved our
col |l ective ass.
Two nore tries and she was white-faced. "It's sonme

kind of field," she said. "W can't go west."

"So that's how they're conquering the world," said
Arlene calmy. | took ny nedicine |like a good boy.
33



Jill set the auto-pilot to continue circling,

hopi ng no one had noticed the deviation yet. She
typed away, accessing the biotech nav-com aboard.
Then she smiled grimy. "Listen up," she said.

We sure as hell did; the mantle of command was

hers while we were in the air. "Guys, we're going to
have to dunp you off at Burbank." She said it Iike
Dante's Ninth Circle of Hell where the devil hinself
is inmprisoned in ice, spending eternity chewi ng on
Judas |i ke a piece of tough caranmel. 1'd made good
grades in ny lit. courses.

"What ? Why?" denmanded Arl ene.

"The force-field switch is located in the old D sney
tower, near the studio."

"I's nothing sacred to these devils?" | asked.

"Ni ght on Bald Mountain," said Arlene, "part

deux. "

"Sorry. No choice."

Jill altered course and headed northeast. W didn't
speak for the rest of the short flight. None of us could
t hi nk of anything worth saying.

Finally, Jill was bringing the plane | ow over Bur-
bank International Airport. "Can you do a rolling
stop?" | asked. "Slow down to about fifty kiloneters

per hour, then turn it into a touch-and-go?"

"Uh," she said. After thinking about it, she contin-
ued: "Yeah. Way?" | let the silence speak for ne. She
gasped and said, "You're crazy if you're thinking of a
roll-out!"

"I"'mthinking of a roll-out."

"What the hell,"” said Arlene. "I'mcrazy too."
Jill shook her head, obviously wondering about
both of us.

She cruised in over the airport, ignoring the stan-
dard | andi ng pattern and dodgi ng ot her planes, which
answered nmy question about | ousy zonbie pilots.

W were | ow enough that the passenger cabin was
pressurized again. Arlene and | went aft, picking our
way over a planeful of zonbies and two C ydes that
were exanpl es of the only good nonsters. Jill kept
calling out, "Are you ready?" She sounded nore
nervous each time. W reassured her. It was easier

t han reassuring oursel ves.

"Open the rear cargo door!" Arlene shouted so that
Jill could hear. W& hit the runway deck hard, bounc-
ing twice; the G5 wasn't supposed to fly this sl ow.
The rushing wi nd nade everything a | ot noisier. But

we were able to hear Jill, |loud and cl ear, when she said
t he magi ¢ word:
"Junp! "

W did just that, hitting the tarnac hard. | rolled
over and over and over, bruising portions of ny
anatomy |1'd never noticed before. |I heard the sound
effects from Arl ene doing her inpression of a tennis
ball. But | didn't doubt this was the right way to
di senbark the plane; couldn't risk a real |anding.

| got to my feet first. Jill was having trouble with her
altitude. "Jesus, no!" shouted Arlene at the sight of
Jill headed for a row of high rises.

"Lift, dammit, lift!" | spoke angrily into the air.



There wasn't tine for a proper prayer

At the last second, bright, blinding flares erupted
from under both wings, and the G5 pulled sharply
upward. A few seconds |ater we heard a roar so |oud
that it al nost deafened us.

"What the hell ?" Arlene asked, nouth hanging

open.

"Qutstanding!" | shouted, fisting the air. "She nust
have found the switch for the JATO rockets."

" JATO?"

"Jet-assisted takeoff!" | shouted. "They're rockets

on aircraft to allowthemto do ultra-short-field take-
offs.”

"I didn't know that plane would have those."

"She probably didn't either,” | said, so proud of her

| wished she could hear ne call her daughter the sane
way Al bert had.

W wat ched until Jill became a dark speck in the

sky, circling until we could get the field down.

We tucked and ran, jogging all the way to the huge

Di sney building; the Disney |ogo at the top was shot
up—sonebody' d been using it for target practice.
"Ready?" | asked.

" Al ways. "

| took a deep breath; pistols drawn, we popped the
door and slid inside.

My God, what a wave of nostalgia! It was |like old
times again . . . back on Phobos, sliding around cor-
ners, hunting those zonbi es!

Up the stairwells—ouldn't trust the lifts . . , |
mean the elevators. Any minute, | knewl'd run into a
hel | -prince—and ne wi thout ny trusty rocket

| auncher. Thank CGod, | didn't.

W played all our old ganes: cross fire, ooze-barrel-
bl ow, even rile-the-critters. The last was the nmost fun
you get zonbi es and spinys so pissed, they munch

each other alive.

Every floor we visited, we |ooked for that damed

equi prent. Nada. We clinbed higher and higher; |

began to get the strong feeling that we'd find the field
generator way, way up, fortieth floor, all the way at
t he top.

It'd be just our |uck.

W took Sig-Cows off'n the first two zonbies we
killed; better than the pistols, even though they were

still just 10mm The next one had a beautiful, won-
derful shotgun. 1'd take it, even if it was a fascist
punp- acti on.

"Like old tines," | said.

"Back on Deinpbs," she agreed.

"They die just as easily. | like nmy newtoy."

"Hol d your horses, Fly Taggart," she said. "Haven't
you forgotten sonet hi ng?"

"Li ke what ?"

"A certain wager."

No sooner did she nention the bet than | did

i ndeed renmenber. There was only one thing to do.
Change the subject: "Those zonbi es were probably

the |l east of our troubles, Arlene. W can settle this
| ater—



"No way, Fly! | junped out of a plane for you, and
you' re gonna pay your damm bet." \Wen she got |ike
this there was nothing to do but surrender. Al the
denonic forces of hell were like child' s play conpared
to wel shing on a bet with Arl ene Sanders.
"Well, now that you nention it, | do have a vague
recollection," | lied. "And that Sig-Cow | ooks like a
m ghty fine weapon at that."
"Good," she said. "You take the Sig-Cow. The
shotgun is mne."
W resolved this dispute at just about the right
nmonent, because a fireball exploded over our heads.
W were under bonbardment by inps. Now the new
weapons woul d receive a literal baptismof fire.
Bl owi ng away the spiny bastards, up the fifth floor
stairwell, | turned a corner and found nyself nose-to-
nose with another dyde. This close, there was no
guestion: it | ooked exactly the sane as the one we'd
killed in the alley in R verside, the sane as the two
who' d di sarned us getting on the plane.
There was no question now they were, indeed,
genetically engineered. The aliens had finally made
their breakthrough . . . God help the human race.
He raised his .30 caliber, belt-fed, etc., etc.; but we
had the drop on him He never knew what hit hi m—
well, it was a hail of bullets and Arlene's buckshot,
and he probably knew that; you know what | nean!
But now I had ny own weapon; she | ooked envious

but she'd had her pick. The bet was paid.
As a final treat, thirty-seven floors up—Jesus, was
getting winded! | felt like an old man—ae were
attacked by a big, floating, famliar old punpkin.
It hissed. It nade faces. It spat ball lightning at us.
| spat a stream of .30 caliber machine-gun bullets
back at it, popping it like a beach ball. It spewed al
over the room spraying that blue ichor it uses for
bl ood.

"Jesus, Fly," said nmy partner in crime, "l'm going
to lose ny hearing if this keeps up."

"What ?"

"That machine gun! It's alnbpst as loud as Jill and
her jets.”

"What's that?" | asked, grinning. | was delighted
with the results of ny belt-fed baby.

She gave a "playful" punch on the arm ny old
buddy. | yel ped in pain.

"Where's an uni njured place on your body?" she
asked.

"That's a very good question. | think tunbling
down the airstrip elimnated all of those."

"Same here," she said. "But you can still nmake a
great pumpkin pie." She kicked at the disgusting
remai ns on the ground.

"Shall we find the top of the nouse house?"
suggest ed.

"After you, Fly."

In battlefield conditions, a proper gentleman goes
ahead of the lady. If she asks, anyway. | was happy to
oblige; but the nose of ny machi ne gun actually
preceded both of us.



At the very top we found a prize.

The door wasn't even | ocked. Inside was a room ful

of computers hooked into a new collection of alien

bi otech. This stuff gave off a stench, and sone of it
made nmew i ng sounds like an injured animal. |

wi shed Jill could be with us, plotting new ways of
becom ng a technovi vi secti oni st.

"Cot to be it," said Arlene.

| had troubl e nmaking out her words, not because ny
heari ng was inpaired, but because of the noise |evel
My machi ne gun contributed a good portion of it. So
did Arlene's shotgun. And there were several explo-
sions. A nice fanfare as we bl ew away unsuspecti ng

i nps and zonbi es tendi ng the equi prment.

| picked up a fiberglass baton off the body of an ex-
zonbi e guard and used it to bar the door. | expected
nore playmates along nonentarily. The idea didn't

even bother ne; not so long as | could buy us sone
tine.

Arl ene waved the snoke away and began fi ddling

with the controls on the main console. She frantically
started flipping one push-switch after another, |ook-
ing for the one that would kill the field.
"There has to be a way of doing this," she said,
finding out if we've already done it.

"What makes you so sure?"

"Well, what if the aliens wanted to fly to Hawaii ?"

or

| nodded. "I can just see a pinkie in one of those
Hawai i an shirts. "
"Dam! | wish we had Jill and Ken with us."

"Def eats the whol e purpose, A'S. They're ready

and waiting, forty thousand up, ready to blow for the

i sl ands as soon as we cut the bloody field."

"Most of the switches require a psi-connection to
activate, and | can't do that!"

By now there was a huge contingent poundi ng on

the door. The fiberglass bar was holding them... so

far. These sounds did not inprove Arlene's psycho-

| ogical state or aid the difficult work she was trying to
do.

"I"mnot getting it,"’
not getting it. Damm, damm, damm .
"I's there anything I can do?"

she said. "I'mclose, but |'m

"Hold the door. Hold the door! |I'msure there's one
special button, but howw Il | knowit evenif I find
it?"

As if to nmock her, the entire panel went dark right

t hen. She | ooked up and saw .

Me. Me, her buddy. Fly Taggart, technical dork
first-class. In nmy hand | held a gigantic electrical cord
that 1'd sliced in half with my conmando knife.

knew that knife would cone in handy one day.

"When in doubt, yank it out," | said with a snile

She tried to laugh but was too tired for any sound to
cone out. "Did you learn that in VD class?" she

asked.

| was saved from answeri ng her because the door

started to give way under the onslaught. Then the

shred of a feeble plan crept into my brain. | ran across
to the wi ndows and snashed them open.



W were forty stories high, |ooking straight down

on concrete, but it seened better to open the w ndows
than | eave them cl osed.

"W took the energy wall down, at least," | said

over my shoulder. "Jill's got to notice it's gone and
tread air for Hawaii."

Arl ene nodded, bleak even in victory. She was

thinking of Albert ... | didn't need alien psionics to
know that. "The War Techies will track her as an
"unknown rider,'" added Arl ene bleakly, "and they'l

scranbl e sonme jets; they should be able to nmake
contact and tal k her down."

"Wul d you say the debt is paid?"

| didn't have to specify which debt. Arlene consid-

ered for a long tine. "Yeah," she said at last, "it's
paid."

"Evens?"

"Evens."

"Great. CGot a hot plan to talk us down?" | asked

ny buddy.

She shook her head. | had a crazy wi sh that before

Al bert was blinded, and before Arlene and I found
ourselves in this cul-de-sac, |I'd played Dutch uncle to

the two | ove birds, conplete with bl essings and un-
want ed advi ce.

But somehow this did not seemthe ideal nonent

to suggest that Arlene seriously study the Mornon
faith, if she really | oved good old Al bert. A sernmon on
why it was better to have some religion, any religion,
lay dormant in my mnd.

Al so crossing ny nmind was anot her sernon, on the
l[imtations of the atheist viewpoint, right before your
nortal body is ripped to shreds. Bad taste, especially
if you delivered it to someone with only precious
seconds left to come up with a hot plan

She shook her head. "There's no way," she began

and then paused. "Unless . "

"Yes?" | asked, trying not to let the sound of a
hundred sl avering nonsters outside the door add

panic to the atnosphere.

Arlene stared at the door, at the console, then out
the wi ndow. She went over to the w ndow |ike she had
all the time in the world and | ooked strai ght down.
Then up. For sone reason, she | ooked up

She faced ne again, wearing a big, crafty, Arlene
Sanders smile. "You are not going to believe this, Fly

Taggart, but | think—+ think | have it. | know how to
get us down and get us to Hawaii to join Al bert."
"And Jill," | added. | nodded back, convinced

she'd finally cracked. "Great idea, Arlene. W could
use a vacation fromall this pressure.”
"You don't believe ne."

"You're right. | don't believe you."
Arlene smled slyly. She was using the early-worm
that-got-the-bird smle. "Flynn Taggart. .. bring ne

some duct tape fromthe tool box, an arm oad of
conputer-switch wiring, and the biggest, goddamed
boot you can find!"



