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Pr ol ogue

"Why are there nonsters?”

An exhausted worman | ooked at her little boy, who

had asked the question that was burning in her own
mnd. Hs voice didn't tremble. She reached over to
wi pe his face. They were not wearing canmp right now,
and the snmudges of dirt were only dirt. It wasn't right
for a ten-year-old to be a seasoned veteran of war, she
t hought, but all of the human survivors on Earth
understood what it neant to fight for their lives
agai nst alien invaders.

A long time ago, when she was ten, her only

guestion was "Are there real nonsters?" Wat a
wonderful world that had been, a sane world where

ni ght mares stayed where they bel onged, |odged in the
gray matter between the ears. Only in dreans woul d
you encounter giant floating heads that spit bal
[ightning; angry crinmson mnotaurs; shanbling hu-

man zomnbies fresh fromtheir own death; flying netal
skulls with razor teeth dripping bl ood; ghosts col der
than the grave; fifteen-foot-tall denbns with heavy
artillery in place of hands; obscenely fat shapes, only
vaguel y humanoi d, that could crush the life fromthe
strongest man in a matter of seconds; and, finally,
there was the special horror of the nechanical spider
bodies with things inside themthat were far worse

t han any arachni d.

There was no way to answer David, no expl anation

for why dream shapes craw ed across the |and that
once was a country called the United States on a

pl anet called Earth.

She thanked God that her son was still alive. After
her husband died, there were only three of them
Three. The nunber made her cry. They weren't three
for |ong.

She'd never had tine to grieve over the nan she

| oved. The nonsters didn't give her any tinme at all
Her daughter, Lisa, had been thirteen

At | east her husband had died bravely, ripped apart
by the steel legs of a spider-thing. For a brief nonent
t he woman had caught a glinpse of the evil face
peering out fromthe dome nounted on top of the
nmechani cal body. She couldn't stop herself crying
out! Her husband coul dn't hear her. But the spider-

t hi ng heard everyt hi ng.

She still blamed herself for that nomentary | oss of
control. Her daughter m ght have been alive today if
Mom hadn't freaked out and drawn the attention of

t he mechani cal horror at that instant. The sounds of
the nonster were the worst part as it headed toward

t he remai ni ng nenbers of the fanmly. The heavy
poundi ng woul d stay in the woman's head forever

along with the scream ng of her terrified daughter—
right before the girl's head was torn off.



A human head makes a sound |i ke nothing el se

when it's played with and crushed.

She thanked God David hadn't seen what hap-

pened to his sister. But lately she found herself
wondering if she should ever give thanks for anything
agai n. Al though she'd al ways been religious, she was
forgetting howto pray. She told herself it was |like the
Book of Job: everyone was being tested as everything
was taken away. But the Book of Job didn't have
spider-things init.

"I don't know why there are nonsters," she said,
finally responding to her son's question. "These crea-
tures conme fromouter space. W' ve | earned sone

i mportant things about them™

"What ?" he asked.

She | ooked out the wi ndow of the basenent where
they'd been hiding for the past week. It was a clear
ni ght, and she could see the stars. She used to fee
peaceful when she | ooked at the ni ght sky; now she
hated those eternal spots of fire.

"We've | earned they can die," she said quietly.

"They are not what they appear to be. They're not

real denons."

"Denons? Like the minister used to tell us about?"

She smled and ran her fingers through what was

left of her son's hair. "They can't take you to hell,"
she said. "They can't do anything to your soul. Rea
denons don't need guns or rockets. And, as | said,
real denons don't die."

Davi d | ooked out the window for a while and then

said, "But they are nonsters."

"Yes," she agreed. "W have to believe in them

now. But | want you to promi se nme something."

"What, MonP"

She pulled himclose and tried not to notice his

m ssing arm "There's sonething nore inportant

than believing in nmonsters, David. Qur mnister

t hought we were in End Tines. He didn't even try to
fight the spider-things, except with his cross and his
Bi bl e. But they can be fought wi th weapons. The

human race will prevail! If we have faith in oursel ves.
| want you to pronise that you'll always believe in

her oes. "

"Heroes will save us," he echoed her. The two of

them stood together for a long tine, |ooking out the
wi ndow at the blind white stars.
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"So how did you guys escape fromthat

death trap?" asked Master QGunnery Sergeant Mil -

i gan.

"Wth one nmighty leap, sir ..." | began, but he
didn't like ny tone of voice.

"Ch, don't give me that, Corporal Taggart," he

said. "You guys are holding out on nme. You can't tel
me you were trapped near the top of a forty-story
building in dommtown L.A. with all those freakin'
denons after you, and then just leave it there."
When he said "you guys," he neant we didn't have

to call himsir. Not here, not now "That's exactly it,"
| said with a big grin. "W left!"



"W probably ought to tell him" said Arlene sleep-

ily. She stretched Iike a cat in her beach chair, her
breasts seeming to point at the horizon. She'd left her
bi ki ni top back at the hotel. The view was spectacul ar
fromevery angle.

For the |l ast few days we'd been pretending that life
had returned to normal. Hawaii was still a stronghold
of humanity. On a good day the sky was nornmal. Bl ue,

bl ue everywhere, and not a single streak of bilious
alien green. The wonderful sun was exactly what it

ought to be—yellow, round, and not covered with a

new rash of sunspots. At |east not today. We'd sl apped
on plenty of suntan |lotion, and we were soaking up

t he rays.

W weren't going to waste a good day like this. The
radar worked. The sonar worked. The brand-new

really good detection equi pnent worked, too. Every
detection device known to man was in use for sea and
sky. We alnost felt safe. So the three of us decided to
pl ay. The master gun was a great guy. Of duty, he
liked to be called George. He didn't mnd being

teased, either.

Hawai i Base enpl oyed the services of a nunber of
scientists and doctors. |I'Il never forget Arlene's reac-
tion when they said that Al bert was going to be al
right, despite his having taken a face full of acidic inp

puke. Best of all, he wasn't going to be blind. Once
Arl ene heard that, she allowed herself to genuinely
relax. I was damed gl ad that our Mornon buddy had

pul I ed through. He'd proved to be one hell of a
marine all the way from Salt Lake City to the nonster
rally in L. A Wat was nore, he'd proved to be a true
friend.

The docs said they could bring Ken back all the

way. Not that Ken had been exactly dead; but he

m ght as well have been when the alternative was to
exi st as a cybermunmy, serving the alien warlords

who had turned Earth into a charnel house. He'd

al ready hel ped us agai nst the eneny by comuni cat -
ing to us through the conputer setup our teenage whiz
kid, Jill, had thrown together in record tine. Arlene
and | had used every kind of heavy artillery against
the denonic invaders, first on Phobos, then on

Dei nos, and finally on good old terra firma. Jill had
taught us that a good hacker was invaluable in a war
agai nst nonsters.

That's why we were so happy when we | anded at

OGahu and found not only a fully operational mlitary
establ i shnment but also a prine collection of scientists.
Arlene and | were warriors. Qur task was to buy the
human race that nost precious of all comodities:
time. Victory would require a lot nore than nuscle
and guts; it would require all the brai npower left on

the old mud ball. We needed to | earn everything about
t hese creatures that had brought doomto the hunman
race. And then we would pay themback ... big tine.

Yeah, Arlene and | felt good about the nmen and
worren in white coats. For one thing, they said it was
okay to swim It had been such a long tine since |I'd
pl unged ny body into something as reasonabl e as



cool salt water that | hardly cared about their reports.
If it didn't look like a pool of green or red sludge, that
was all | needed to know. The Pacific Ccean | ooked
fine to yours truly, especially today as we enjoyed
fresh salt breezes that would never carry a whiff of
sour -1 enon zonbi e stench

Jill had decided to spend the day working instead of
joining us. One of the best research scientists had
taken her under his wing. Al bert had gone to town. O
course, the "town" was every bit as rmuch a high-
security mlitary zone as the "hotel." (1'd never had
better barracks.) After what we'd all been through
this place was heaven on earth. The other islands were
al so secure, but they were not set up for the easy life
we enj oyed here.

As | took a sip of ny Jack Daniel's, | reflected on
the mracle that | felt secure enough to risk taking a
drink. For the past nonth of nonstop hell, first in
space and then on Earth, | wouldn't have risked
dulling my senses for a second, or saturating ny
bodily tissues with anything but stimulants. Earth
could still count on Corporal Flynn Taggart, Fox
Conpany, Fifteenth Light Drop Infantry Regi nent,
United States Marine Corps, 888-23-9912. | was in

for the duration.

d ancing over at Arlene, | was pleased to see that

she was healing nicely. Even though we treated each

ot her as best buddies instead of potential |overs, |
wasn't blind. Even the flamng balls of denmon nucus
hadn't burned out ny capacity to see that PFC Arl ene
Sanders had the perfect fenale body, at |east by ny
standards: slender but with well-cut nmuscles and with
everything in ideal proportion

Sonetimes Arlene did her mnd-reading act. Now

she glanced in ny direction and gave ne the once-
over. | guess simlar thoughts were goi ng through her
m nd. More than our bodies were healing. Qur souls

had taken a beating. Wen we first arrived on the

i sland, and Arlene could finally accept that we had
found a pocket of safety, she had tried to sleep; but
she was so stressed out that only drugs could take her
under. Even then she'd wake up every half hour, just
as exhausted as before.

| wasn't doing too well when we first arrived, either
But | was too worried about her to pay attention to
my own aches and pains. She said she'd never felt so
enpty. She couldn't stop worrying about Albert. So |
told her all the things she'd said to me when | was
down. About how it was our turn to man the barri -
cades and we had to keep going, past every obstacle of
terror and fatigue and despair. Then | shook her hard
and told her to conme out of it because we were on
vacation in Hawaii, dammit!

Master @Gun Ml ligan was an inval uable help

t hroughout this period of adjustnment. He was an old
friend none of us had ever net before. You neet that
kind in the service when you're lucky. It makes up for
all the Lieutenant Weens types.

O course, you should only tease a friend so far. The
mast er gun had every right to know how we'd pul |l ed



of f our "inpossible" escape fromthe old D sney

Tower. He just had the bad luck to be caught between
Arl ene Sanders and Fly Taggart in a gane of who-
gives-in-first.

"Al'l right," said Miulligan, half to hinmself, slipping
alittle as he clinbed out of his beach chair. He was a
big man, and he was right at the weight limt. He
didn't really have to worry about it, though. No one
woul d worry about the mnutiae of mlitary rules for

a good long tinme. If you could fight and foll ow orders,
the survivors of civilization as we know it would sure
as hell find you a task in this human's arny.

Mul I'i gan planted his feet firmy, put his hands on

his sizable hips, and gave us his personal ultimatum

"Here's the deal," he said. "I'm going back to the
"hotel' to bring us a six-pack of ice-cold beer. Wen
return, | have every intention of sharing the wealth.

That's what will happen if you nmake ne happy. But if
you want to see a really unhappy nmarine, then don't
tell me how the two of you escaped froma forty-story
building with a nob of devils after your blood when
the two of you are in a sealed room the only exit to
whi ch is one wi ndow of fering you a sheer drop to
certain doom"

"You' ve expressed yourself with admrable clarity,"”
said Arlene. She | oved showi ng off that college educa-
tion. Didn't matter to ne if she ever graduated. She'd
pi cked up plenty of annoying traits for ne to forgive.
"Yeah, right!" he said.

"We' || take your suggestion under advi senent."

Arlene laid it on thicker

"Bull shit!" said Mulligan, turning his back on us

and storm ng off down the beach

"One, two, three, four," | said.

"W | ove the Marine Corps," he booned back at

us, still headed toward hi s—and maybe our—beer

"I think we'd better tell him" | said.

"He wants to know who the big hero is," she

replied. "So he can get an autograph.” | noted that she
didn't say "his" or "her."

"You're on," | replied. God, it was fine to sit in the

sun, soaking up rays and al cohol, watching the gentle
waves rolling in to the shore, seeing an actual seagul
once in awhile . . . and giving a hard tine to a really
ni ce man who was a newfound friend.

Qur norment of pure relaxation was interrupted,

but not by anything satanic. It was an honor when the
hi ghest -ranki ng officer in Hawaii—and maybe in the
human race, for all we knew-strolled over to talk to
us while he was off duty. He wasn't our commandi ng
officer, so that made us slightly nore at ease when he
insisted on it. The way Arlene bl ushed suggested she
woul d have worn the top to her bikini if she'd
expected a visit fromthe CO of New Pearl Harbor

Naval Base, Vice Admiral Ki nmel

"What are you two up to?" asked Admiral Kimel.

W hadn't noticed hi mwal king down the beach. He'd
cone fromthe direction where the sun was in our

eyes.

"Sirl" came out of our nouths sinultaneously and



we started to get up.

"As you were, marines." Then he smled and re-

peated his pleasantry as if he expected an answer.

"We were unprepared for your surprise attack,"

Arlene said to the commandi ng officer and got away
with it. He I aughed.

The adm ral continued standing. Sonetimes rank

avoids its privileges. He took off his white straw hat
and used it to fan hinself in the sweltering heat. Hi s
thin | egs were untouched by the |least hint of tan, but
there was plenty of color, courtesy of his Bernuda
shorts and the tackiest Hawaiian shirt of all tine.
When he was off duty, he wore this uniformto
announce his |eisure.

"I"'m gl ad soneone of your generation knows the

hi story of her country," the admiral said, conpli-
menting Arlene. "lIt's a strange coi nci dence that |
have the sanme nane as the admiral who was here

when t he Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor. How nmuch

of our history will be destroyed in this Denon \War
even if the human race survives? Guard what is in

your head. The history books of the future may be
witten by you."

Arl ene sighed. "When we go back into action |

don't think we'll be doing much witing, except for
reports.”
"Signing off with famus last words,"” | threwin

hel pfully. It suddenly occurred to ne that | m ght
know somnet hi ng about the adnmiral that would be

news to Arlene, who was the acknow edged expert on
science-fiction novies and novels. It would be nice to
stunp her right here and now on sonethi ng i npor-

tant.

Before | could get a word out, though, Arlene

smled and said, "Fly, are you famliar with Admral

Ki mel ' s book? He's a Pearl Harbor revisionist."

Dam! She had done it to ne again, making exactly

the point I was about to nmake. Wth this final proof of
Arlene's telepathic ability, | decided in all future
conbat situations to let her go over the hill first.
Especially if there happened to be a steam denon on

t he ot her side.

Adm ral Kinmmel chuckled. "If | hadn't been

friends with the late president of the United States, |
woul d never have witten that book," he told us,
remenbering pre-invasion days. The president had

di ed when Washi ngton was captured by the bad guys.

"He was the one who changed ny m nd about Pearl
Harbor," the admiral continued, "not ny Japanese

wi fe, as many believe. | believe the evidence proves
that top officials in Washi ngton withheld inportant

i nformation fromthe comuandi ng officers at Pearl

Har bor before the Japanese attack in Decenber of

1941. Well, we don't have to worry about that sort of
nonsense in this war."

| nodded, adding, "There's no Washi ngton."

As we tal ked, | noticed that Arlene becanme nore
rel axed. We discussed our military backgrounds in the
days before the nmonsters came. | was glad we had a

man in charge of the island who had been a division



officer on a battleship, and a captain seeing action in
the @ulf before that. He'd been doing a shore tour as a
conmander when the worl d capsized.

"There's a pleasant sight," he said, pointing at the

sea. There was a cloud on the horizon. A small white

cl oud.

He started to | eave and then turned back, his face
suddenly as stern as a bust of Julius Caesar. His

mout h was his strongest feature as he said, "They

won't beat us. It's as if these islands have been given a

second chance. There will never be a surprise attack
here, not ever again. Let themconme, in their thou-
sands or their mllions. W're going to teach themt hat

we are worse nonsters than they are. This is our
world, and we're not giving it up. And it won't stop
there. We'll take the battle to them sonewhere,
sonehow. "

He wanted to keep tal king, but he'd run out of

words, so his nouth kept working in silence, like a
weapon being fired on an enpty chanber after the
amo is used up. W both felt the emption fromthis
strong ol d man.

Arl ene stood up and put her hand on his arm She

hel ped hi mregain his conposure. The gesture wasn't
regul ati on, but who cared?

For years |'d been asked why a rabid individuali st
like nme had chosen a mlitary life. Some of the people
who asked that question understood that | wanted a
life with honor, especially after having lived with a
father who didn't have a clue. They could even
under st and soneone putting his life on the line for his
fellow man. It was individualismthat confused them

| became a marine because | believe in freedom the
ol d American dreamthat had defied the nightnmares

of so many other countries. Every |Independence Day

| made a point of reading the Declaration of |Indepen-
dence out | oud.

I loved ny country enough to fight for it. Now we
faced an eneny that threatened everything and every-
one on the planet. Any mlitary systemthat had its
head stuck up its own bureaucratic ass was finished.
Now was the tine to adapt or die. Now was the tine
to really send in the marines!
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"I al most brought you sone iced tea," said

Mul l'igan, "with lots of |enon."

Arlene and | both grimaced. "He's getting nean,"

she said.

"A sadist," | agreed. We'd told the master gun
pl enty about our adventures, and he had fixated on
the way Al bert, Jill, Arlene, and | had passed our-

selves off as zonbies by rubbing rotten | enons and
limes all over ourselves. The odor of the zonbies had
forever spoiled the taste of citrus for ne.

" "Course | could let you have one of these instead,"
Mul I'i gan continued, holding out two frosty Linbaugh
brews, one in each paw.

"The man's getting desperate,” | said.

"Who goes first?" asked Arlene, ready to spill the
beans; and Mulligan hoped they would be tastier than



the typical ME

The admiral had left us. He | ooked |like an old
beachconber as he wandered down the beach.

t hought about what he'd sai d-how he'd tied the past
and future together with these precious islands as the
center of his universe. Maybe they were the center of
t he universe for all hunmanity.

"Beers first," | volunteered, holding my hand out.
Mul I i gan | ooked as happy as Jill when | let her drive
the truck. He passed out the brews and settled his
consi derabl e bul k back in his beach chair.

"Once upon a tine ..." | began, but Arlene

punched ne so hard it made her breasts jiggle very
nicely. Wth that kind of encouragenent, | got plenty
seri ous.

"We had to take down the energy wall so Jill could

fly out of L.A and get here," | began. "In the D sney

Tower we | ocated a roonful of computers hooked into
a collection of alien biotech—=

"Yeah, yeah,"” Miulligan said inpatiently. "I re-
menber all that. Get to the w ndow al ready!"

So | did.

W were too high. 1'd never |iked heights, but it
seened best to open the w ndows.

"W took down the energy wall, at least," |I had said
over my shoulder. "Jill must notice it's gone and start
treading air for Hawaii."

Arl ene nodded, bleak even in victory. | didn't need
alien psionics to know she was thinking of Albert.
"The war techies will track her as an unknown rider,"
added Arlene, "and they'll scranble some jets; they
shoul d be able to nake contact and tal k her down."
"Great. CGot a hot plan to talk us down?" | asked

ny buddy.

Arl ene shook her head. | had a crazy w sh that

before Al bert was blinded, and before Arlene and
found ourselves in this cul-de-sac, |I'd played Dutch
uncle to the two | ovebirds, conmplete with blessings
and unwant ed advi ce.

Sonehow this did not seemthe ideal noment to

suggest that Arlene seriously study the Mornon faith,
or some related religion, if she really | oved good old
Al bert. The sernmon went into ny favorite nental file,
the one marked Later.

She shook her head. "There's no way," she began

"unl ess . "

"Yes?" | asked, trying not to let the sound of

sl avering nmonsters outside the door add panic to the
at nosphere.

Arlene stared at the door, at the console, then out
the wi ndow. She went over to the wi ndow as if 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 I have it. | know how to
get us down and get us to Hawaii."

I smiled, convinced she'd finally cracked. "G eat
idea, Arlene. We 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-bird-
that-got-the-wormsmle. "Flynn Taggart, bring ne
some duct tape fromthe tool box, an arm oad of
conputer-switch wiring, and the biggest goddam boot
you can find!"

The boot was the hard part.

The scream ng, grunting, scraping, mewing, hiss-

ing, roaring, gurgling, ripping, and crackling sound
effects from beyond the door inspired me to speed up
t he scavenger hunt. Hurrying back to the w ndow

with the items, | saw Arl ene | eaning out and craning
her neck to | ook up

"Do you see it?" she asked as | joined her. Cear as
day, there was a wi ndow washer's scaffold hangi ng
above us like a gateway to paradi se. Wen the inva-
sion put a stop to mundane activities, all sorts of jobs
had been left unconpleted. In this case, it neant
gquantities of Manila henp rope dangling |like the
tentacl es of an octopus. A few lengths of chain, with
i nch-1ong links, were even nore pronising than the
rope. The chain | ooked rusted, but | was certain that
it woul d support our weight.

The tentacles started above us and extended wel |
bel ow the fortieth floor—not all the way to the
ground, but a lot farther away fromthe denons in the
hal | way working so hard to nmake our acquai ntance.

Arl ene used the duct tape and the wiring to create a
spaghetti |adder that didn't look as if it would hold
her wei ght very long, never mind nmy extra kil os. But
we needed an extra leg up to get over to the ropes.
"Great," | said. "This looks like a job for Fly
Taggart."

Before | could clanber out the wi ndow, however,

her hand was on ny arm "Hold on a mnute,"” she

said. "My idea, mnmy mssion."

The | ocked door was rattling like a son of a bitch,
and the thought of our entrails decorating the office
made ne a trifle inpatient. That was one kind of

spaghetti | could pass over
"Arlene," | said, as calmy as possible under the
ci rcunmst ances, "l have absol ute confidence in you

but this is no time to hose the mission. Let's face it, |
have nore upper body strength and a greater reach

than you do, so | should go first." Wiile |I explained
the situation, we both worked feverishly to finish our
makeshi ft rope. Then | tied it around ny waist.

Naturally | gave her no opportunity to argue. | was
at that wi ndow so fast she probably feared for ny life.
A good way to keep her from staying pissed. | took

one m ghty | eap, making sure she held the other end

of the lifeline, and | clinbed up and over, where
grabbed hold of the nearest rope and started | owering
nmysel f, groaning a bit at the strain and rem ndi ng
nmysel f that | had all this great upper body strength. |
only wished I had nore of it to spare.

Once | was on the ropes, | swung nyself over to

where Arl ene could reach them nore easily. She

cl anbered out the wi ndow over my head and fol -



| owed ny | ead.

The annoyi ng voice in the back of ny head chose

that precise nonent to start an argunent. Damed

voi ce had a | ousy sense of timng

CGetting tired, are you? Feeling a bit middl e-aged
around the chest area? A d heart hanging in there? The
arnms are strong fromall those push-ups and pull-ups,
but how s the grip? Your hands are weaker than they
used to be, aren't they? You know, you haven't had
these injuries | ooked at.

"Not hi ng a blue sphere couldn't fix up," | nut-

tered.

Medi kits aren't good enough for you, Corporal ?

You'd rather trust in that alien crap, huh? And how do
you know that you and Arlene weren't altered in sone
di abol i cal manner when your lives were saved in that

i nfernal blue light?

"I"mhanging froma freakin' rope and you choose

this nmoment to worry about that?" | shouted.
"Fly, are you all right?" Arlene called down.
"Ckay," | called back, feeling like a conplete idiot.

Normal ly | don't argue out loud with the voice in ny
head.

"Don't go weird on me now," she said. "If I fall, |
want ny strong he-man to catch Ii'l ol' ne."

"No probleno," |I promised. "But | think we're

getting enough exercise as things stand." Well, at | east
I'd convinced her | was playing with a full deck again.
As if life had becone too easy for us, the door in the
office flew off with such force that it smashed through
what was left of the wi ndow and went sailing in the
direction of the freeway. The door was as bl ack and
twisted as if sonmeone had turned it into burned toast
and tossed it in the trash

The first monster to peer out the wi ndow, if black
dots count as eyes, was one of the things Arlene had
wi sely dubbed a fire eater. It nmust have only recently
joined the other pukes and taken care of the door
problem for them In a flash it could solve the rope
problem too, burning our lifeline to cinders. W
didn't have a fire extinguisher this tine.

Fire Guy wasn't alone, either. He was the gate-
crasher, bringing with hima whol e nonster conven-
tion. They'd be pouring down the ropes after us like
nol asses on a string if we didn't do something fast.

| stopped the story there because | wanted to finish
nmy beer, and because | had ny eye on another can of

Li mbaugh. The naster gun had brought a six-pack, so
with the aid of higher arithmetic, |I figured | had
anot her one comni ng

"And?" asked Mulligan, fire in his eye; and the way
his mouth was working you could say fire in the hole,

t 0o.

"As the fire eater was getting ready to burn our
ropes—and you can always tell an attack is com ng by
the way its skin bubbles and its body shimers |ike a
heat mrage in the desert—+ swung out and then

cane in hard, kicking in a windowwith one try. In the
remai ni ng seconds | pulled the rope taut and Arlene
shimm ed down into nmy arns as tongues of flane



raced after her. But we'd made it to a nuch | ower
floor. W had a twelve-story head start, so we
booked. "

"Story is right!" thundered Miulligan. "I've never
heard so nuch bul I shit!"

For one grimmonment | wasn't at all sure I'd be
getting ny second beer

3

"Hold on," said Mulligan, guarding his

smal | ocean of beer as the |arger ocean sent arm es of
waves to die on the beach, "I'mnot buying it. Wen I
was a kid, | was in the Boy Scouts. | carried the
heavi est knapsack on canmping trips. | won all the
nmerit badges. | was a good scout, but other kids stil
beat ne up and teased ne all the tine. Do you want

to guess why?"

"Why?" asked Arlene, genuinely interested and not

the I east bit annoyed by the mysterious direction the
conversation was taking.

"Partly because | was a chunky kid, but also
because | | oved com ¢ books. They thought | was

gul l'ible or sonething. They thought |'d believe dam
near anything. But I'mtelling you, Fly"-he turned
those cold blue eyes on me—this story of yours is
bul I shit."

"You believe the part about his starting to lose his
m nd while he was on the rope, don't you?" asked

Arl ene.

"Well. . ." Milligan began

"I left nothing out of ny gospel rendition," | said.
"Especially not the verisimlitude," Arlene threw
in.

"Huh?" came the response fromboth Milligan and

ne.

"Still sounds bogus to ne," concluded the master

gun, inhaling the rest of his brew

"That's because it didn't happen that way," said

Arlene. "I'll give you the authentic version—for an-

ot her beer."

"Yeah, right," the sergeant said norosely, but he

handed her a beer, and she started her engines.

"Wth one mighty leap . " she began

CGeorge Ml ligan groaned

"Flynn Taggart, bring me some duct tape fromthe

t ool box, an arm oad of conputer-switch wiring, and

t he bi ggest goddamm boot you can find!"

He | ooked at nme like | was crazy, but he did it. The
scaffold was our ticket out of there, but first we had to
get over to it. It nmade sense for ne to go first because
wei ghed | ess. The | edge was narrow and the chains

and ropes were sufficiently out of reach so that a
lifeline seemed |ike a good idea. At least it would give
nme nore than one chance in case | fell.

The sounds at the heavy reinforced door told ne

two things. First, there was one hell of an eneny out
there. Second, the nost powerful ones could not be in
front. A hell-prince would have huffed and puffed the
door down faster than a politician would grab his

pensi on. Even a denon pinkie could have chewed his

way through that door as if it was a candy bar. So the



wi mps were up front, and this gave us a little nore
tine.

While Fly was collecting the stuff, we received nore
evi dence supporting ny theory. | heard screans that
I'd have recogni zed anywhere—the noi se i nps nake

when they're being ripped apart. They were up front
and not strong enough to break through. It occurred
to me that this mlitary-quality door dated back to the
time of WAlt Disney hinself. | was glad that D sney
had been a paranoid right-wi ng type, according to the
bi ographies. A nmore trusting sort woul d never have
installed the door that was saving our collective ass.
But it wasn't going to hold nmuch | onger.

"CGot it!" Fly announced, trotting back with the

wire, tape, and boot. "Wat's your plan?"

I told him | showed him He nitpicked.

"I should go first because of upper mal e body
strength and a | onger reach . "

"I weigh less! Besides, it's ny idea. You're going to
be too busy to go first anyway."

He opened his nouth to ask what | meant, but the
shreddi ng of the door provided the answer. Tal ons
appeared like little netal helnmets, |eaving furrows
behi nd them as they sliced through the last barrier
bet ween us and them

Grabbing his Sig-Cow, Fly started bl asting through

t he door before the first one even appeared. | saw t hat
nmy buddy wouldn't be able to help with the makeshift
rope so | tied one end to a heavy safe and the other
around ny wai st and cl anbered out the w ndow

pront o.
Luck was with ne. Fly and | di sagree about |uck: he
t hi nks you make your own; | think you're |ucky or

you're not. The | edge was so narrow that | couldn't

i magine Fly negotiating it. The stupid little lifeline
cane apart before ny hand was on one of those
beautiful, thick, inviting ropes.

| shouted ny patented war cry, based on all the
westerns |1'd seen when | was a kid, and junped the

rest of the way. | knew I'd better be right about | uck
I swng far out and heard a | ong creaki ng sound

over head, which was fine with me as long as it wasn't
followed by a | oud snap. Just a steady creaking, as the

rope settled into supporting ny weight. | didn't waste

a nonent swinging over to a sturdy-Ilooking cable

chain. | didn't trust the chain, so | tested it out. The
dammed t hi ng snapped, and | hung over L. A, like an
advertisenment, glad for the rope. My left hand was
covered with rust. | would have thought that the chain

woul d outl ast the rope, but maybe sonme of the |inks
were caught in a random energy beam

A lot of stuff raced through nmy mind. |I filed nost of
it for future reference—+f | had a future. The stuff
overhead rem nded nme of the last time | was aboard
shi p—en the ocean instead of in space, | mean. The
only reason I wasn't splattered all over the street
bel ow was that the w ndow washi ng equi prent was
securely attached on the roof. | hoped no alien energy
burst had done any damage up there.

"Fly!" | yelled.



"Coming, comng, conmng!" he shouted back

There was no double entendre in either of our m nds.

My bud would either be a fly on the wall out here or a
squashed bug i nsi de.

He chose fly on the wall.

| made like Tarzan, or maybe | should say Sheena of

t he Jungl e, and swung over toward the w ndow. The
scaffolding held. Fly held on. As he | eaped out the

wi ndow, a red claw the size of his head nissed

severing his jugular vein by an inch. | couldn't believe
| used to feel sorry for the Mnotaur trapped in the
lair until Theseus cane to put himout of his msery.
I'"d never | ook at those old nmyths the same way.

W started down. The ropes wouldn't get us to

ground |l evel, but half a loaf is better than none. If we
coul d descend bel ow the nonsters we m ght have a

chance to hoof it down to the street before they could
catch up with us. | was counting on their habit of
getting in each other's way and tearing each other up
when they shoul d have been focusing on us instead.

Fly had it tougher than | did because he was

hanging |i ke a piece of sacrificial nmeat directly outside
t he wi ndow where the eneny was nassi ng. He was

hol ding the rope with one hand, |eaving the other free
to fire repeatedly at that rectangle of horror and

doom

"Fly, I'1l cover you if you clinb lower," | prom sed
Gateful for the time |I'd spent rappelling down cliffs
in my high school days, | maneuvered so that the rope

was wrapped around ne |like a lonely boa constrictor

freeing my gun hand. As | started firing thirty-caliber

rounds at the wi ndow, Fly slung his weapon over his

shoul der and used both hands to | ower hinself.

When he was safe enough-safety being relative

when you're playing tag with all the denizens of

hel | —he yelled, "My turn to cover you!"

I made |ike a nonkey and headed straight for

certain death. Fly kept up a barrage that was truly

i npressive. The odds were at an all-tine |ow, but as

made it past the window, | was ready to rethink ny

position on God. Fly and Al bert had God. | had | uck
and a fireball that came so close it singed ny hair.

Vel l, ny high-and-tight needed a trim

Fly ran out of rope and | joined himjust intinm to

see his very special expression, the one he only wears

when Options 'R Us has closed its doors pernmanently.

I couldn't help nyself. | |ooked up. There is no

mstaking a fire eater. And this one was getting ready

to fry everything it could see.

The only hope was to break one of the w ndows, get

i nside the building quicker than a thought, and then

haul ass down to the street. W had one chance.

Fortunately we'd brought along that really big boot.

"Aw, ginmre a break, you two," begged Milligan

t horoughly beaten. "I don't care how you escaped
fromthe tower. It's none of my business. I'll never ask
again."

He threw the remaining beers at Fly and ne as if
they were grenades. The way the brews were shaken
up, they might as well have been



VWhile | pointed mine at the broad expanse of the
Pacific Ocean and fired off the white spray, Milligan
changed his tone. He didn't sound like a wily old
master gun. He didn't even sound like a nmarine. He
sounded like a Boy Scout trying to requisition a |ast
pi ece of candy.

"Ckay," | said. "I'Il tell you the rest, fromthe point
where Fly and | have no disagreenments about what
happened. "

"Thank you," said our victim
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No sooner had Mulligan agreed to be a good

boy and let nme finish nmy story than he changed his

m nd. Just |ike a nman.

"Uh, Sanders," he said.

"Yes, George?"

"How about we do it a little differently this tinme?
"Il ask questions and you answer 'em How s that?"
"I's that your first question?" | asked the naster

gun.

"Arlene," Fly addressed me with his |I'mnot-

worri ed-yet tone of voice, the one he uses right before
he tells me that |1've gone over the line. He has a big
advantage in these situations: he seens to know

where the line is.

Mul I i gan just sat there grinning, waiting for a better
response froma nere PFC. "Ckay," | said. "Wat do

you want to know?"

"Looks like I should ve brought nore beer," he
admtted. Fly still had sone Jack Daniel's left, so he'd
be feeling no pain. Al | had to get ne through was
truth, justice, and the Anerican way.

"When you reached ground level, you didn't

have any wheels waiting for you," Milligan said.
There's no way you coul d' ve outrun a nob of those

t hi ngs."

"No problem” | told him "I hot-wired a car."
He grimaced. "Now | suppose Corporal Taggart
will tell the story of how he was the one who—

"No," Fly happily interrupted. "Arlene hot-wred

the car all by herself. Can't inagine where a nice girl
i ke her ever picked up such a specialized skill."

| gave Fly the finger and didn't even wait for

Mul I'i gan to ask what happened next. "I drove like

crazy for the airport with Fly riding shotgun. | had the
crazy idea | could hot-wire a plane and fly Fly out of
there."”

"Thanks," said Fly.

"Let me get this straight,” Milligan returned to the
fray. "At that tine you didn't realize the teenager was

still waiting for you."
"Jill," said Fly.
"Jill," Mulligan repeated

| enjoyed this next bit. "We'd told her in no
uncertain ternms that she was not to wait for us. W'd
ri sked our lives taking down the force field so Jil
could fly Albert and Ken to safety.”

"So naturally she di sobeyed orders," said Fly.
"You've got quite a kid there," observed the naster
gun with true respect for Jill. Fly and | exchanged



| ooks.

"Jill is loyal." Fly spoke those words with dignity.
Mul | i gan steered the discussion back to nmy nono-

| ogue: "So you only had to drive to the airport.
"Except we didn't nake it in the first car. No great
loss, as it was an unexploded Pinto. Until it expl oded!
A hell-prince stepped right out into the nmiddle of the
street and you know what happens when they fire

t hose green energy pulses fromtheir wist-launchers."
"You trade in the old nodel you're driving for a

new one." Milligan grinned; he was into the spirit of
t he t hing now.

"Thanks to ny superb driving skills—=

"You were weaving all over the road like a drunk on
New Year's Eve," Fly interjected.

"Exactly," | agreed without mssing a beat. "So we
survived the surprise attack. | slamed the car into a
row of garbage cans, and we wasted no tine exiting

the vehicle and returning fire."

"I wondered what Corporal Taggart was doi ng al

this time," said Milligan.

"Watching the rear," said Fly. "Perhaps you've
forgotten we were being chased."

"So then what?"

"Good luck was what," | told the master gun. "An
abandoned UPS truck was parked on the side of the
street. W made our way over to it, sinply hoping it
was in working order. Well, we hit the jackpot. I|nside
was a gun nut's paradi se, a whole shipnent addressed
to Ahern Enterprises.”

"The bazooka," said Fly. "Don't forget to tell him
about the bazooka."

Poor Mulligan ran out of beer. He was on his own

now. "The hell-prince, as you call him didn't fry your
butts before you could use all this stuff?"

"Nope," | said. "Hi s second shot m ssed us by a
country klick."

"Then what happened?"

"We fried his butt," | recounted.

"But. . ." Miulligan started a thought and cane to

a dead stop. He tried again. "W all know how

freakin' stupid these things are, but |I'msurprised that
in all your encounters the eneny never has any |uck."
"I wonder about that nyself sonmetines," Fly ad-

mtted. "I wouldn't bet on ny survival in nost of
these situations, but Arlene and | seemvery hard to
kill. That's why we're certain to be put back on a
stri ke team"

"What hel ped us that tine," | continued, "was that

a bunch of punpkins were in the vanguard of our
pursuers. "

"Ch, yeah," said Mulligan. "Your nanme for those

crazy flying things. | renmenber your stories about
how t he punpkins and hell-princes hate each other."
"W | earned that on Deinos," Fly contributed.

"Whil e the punpkins and hell -prince wasted each
other's tinme, we prepared the bazooka for the hell-
prince. Between the punpkins and us, we took him

down. Which only left us with the problem of being
surrounded by half a dozen deadly spheres. Fly and



used another trick that worked on Deinps: we stood
back-t o- back, and each of us laid down fire in a 270-
degree sweep. That created the ingredients for a very
large pie."

"So then you checked out the contents of the

truck."”

"Like | said, it was gun nut heaven. W did a quick

i nventory and took what was easiest to get at."

Fly remenbered a grimnonment. "I opened one
box expecting to find amo, but it was a case of books
def endi ng the Second Amendnent. | even remenber

the title, Stopping Power by J. Neil Schul man. The
stoppi ng power | needed right then could not be

provi ded by book pages."

"I had a nonent of frustration, too," | said. "I

found the shipping form It showed that the nost

i naccessi bl e box contai ned a nunber of specialized
handguns, including one |I'd al ways wanted. There
simply wasn't enough tine to unload the truck."

"What was the specialized gun?" asked Milligan

"Watch out," Fly warned him but it was too late.

The master gun had asked the question

"It's a Super Bl ackhawk .357 Magnum cal i ber

sidearm Looks like an old western six-gun, but there
t he resenbl ance ends. The only drawback used to be
that it didn't conceal well, with its nine inch barrel
But in today's world that's no problem Wo needs to
conceal weapons any | onger? Anyway, you can knock
somet hing over at a hundred yards with this gun, but
it helps to have a scope. Best of all, the Bl ackhawk has
a transfer bar nechanism If you have a live round
under the hammer and strike it with a heavy object, it
won't discharge. Isn't that cool? But that's not all—=
"Arlene." Distantly | heard Fly's voice. "That's

pr obabl y enough, "

"But | haven't told himabout the cylinder. It

doesn't swing out so as to enpty the spent shells. Al
you have to do is flip open the |oading gate, push the
ej ection rod—=

"Arlene." Fly was using one of his very special

tones of voice.

"Ckay, okay," | surrendered. "Wiere was |? Well

we were checking out our little candy store, but we
didn't have nuch tine."

"So you hot-wired the truck?" Milligan guessed.

"Hey, who's telling this story? The same good | uck
that provided us with a UPS weapons shipnent |eft

the key in the ignition and enough gas in the tank to
get us to the airport. Who knows what happened to

the driver? Hs ID was still on the dashboard-sone
poor bastard named Tynon. Maybe he was zonbified

and went | ooking for work at the post office. Anyway,
we haul ed ass and nmade it to the airport in record
tinme."

Fl'y junped back in. "Were | woul d have paddl ed

Jill on her posterior, except that Arlene thought that
m ght be mi sunderstood. Besides, | could only be so
angry with sonmeone who had probably saved our

lives."

"The force field was still down," | continued. "I



was surprised. Enough tinme had passed for themto

put it up again, but we were not fighting the greatest
brains in the universe. Ken seened relieved that half
his work was done."

"Hal f?" asked my burly audi ence.

"Sure. Ken had been busy while he waited for us to
show up. He'd tapped into the systemw th an idea
that turned out to be very hel pful."

"So what was Jill doing all this time?" he asked.

"W took off. She didn't want to wait any | onger
especially now that we could see inps and zonbi es
piling into other planes so they could pursue us."

"Jesus," said Miulligan. "According to what you

told me before, Jill had done okay; but it takes a |ot
nore than not cracking up a plane to survive a
dogfight."

"Jill was thinking along those lines herself,” | said.

"I tried to cheer her up by rem nding her of the skil
| evel s of the typical inmp and zonbie. As it turned out,
it didn't matter. No sooner was Jill out past the shore
than Ken sol ved the problem he'd been working on

He raised the force field just in tine to swat the eneny
pl anes out of the air like flies."

"Hey," said ny best buddy.

"As a bonus, Ken hosed the password file so they

woul dn't be able to lower the field and follow us. W
realized we could actually relax for a while. Good
practice for our tine with you, Ceorge."

"Now, that part | believe," said the naster gun
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"Qutstandi ng mission," was Milligan's ver-

dict. "You two are a credit to the Corps."

"You' ve done all right yourself,"” | returned the
conpl i ment .

"Thanks, Fly," he said.

Meanwhi l e Arl ene took a break from our conpany,

and fromthe extended trip down nenory | ane. She

ran into the surf. | shielded nmy eyes against the
glaring sun to watch her precise nmovenents. Nice to
see her using her physical skills for fun instead of
t aki ng down denons. The ocean beckoned ne, too.
Mul | i gan gave it a pass.

As | watched Arlene's trimbody darting in and out

of the waves |like a sleek dolphin, I nmarveled for the
hundredth time that we were alive and together in a
setting untouched by doom After wading in a litera
ocean of alien blood, | felt clean again in the coo
ocean water. | discovered scratches and cuts and
abrasions | didn't even know | had as the salt water
caressed ny body. Sw nming stretched nuscles that
weren't often used in battle. |I felt truly alive.

Arl ene was as playful as a kid as she waved and
chal l enged me to catch up with her. | obliged. Tine
for upper body strength and a | onger reach to help ne
in my hour of need. | poured it on and noved so
swiftly that nmy hand found her smooth ankl e before
she coul d get away.

My buddy, ny fellow warrior who was as good a

man as any other marine, had delicate little feet! Not
like those of any other PFC of ny acquai ntance. The



adm ral could have sl apped together a Wrld War |
poster with Arlene's picture and a caption: "This is
what you're fighting for." W were soldiers in what
m ght prove to be the last battle of the human race.
But | liked a human face to rem nd me why | fought.
W spl ashed each other and played so hard that |
swal | owed a nout hful from Davy Jones's | ocker. And

| kept finding excuses to touch the smooth skin of ny
buddy. There had been a subtle change between us
after Albert cane into her life, though

| wasn't going to try to cone between them Just as
| had steered clear of Arlene and Dodd, until her
boyfriend unwillingly joined the zonbie corps—
beast all you can be. She and Al bert both deserved
what ever chance for happi ness they could grab. W
were nmarines. We didn't need to volunteer for the
crazy suicide mssions. W were assigned to themas a
matter of course.

Thi s vacation wasn't going to |ast.

Looki ng toward the beach, | saw that Milligan had
finished his beer and returned to HQ He wasn't the
type to sunbat he on purpose.

"What time is it?" asked Arlene, pausing only |ong
enough to spit salt water in ny direction

| made a big deal of lifting nmy left armto show off
nmy brand-new plastall oy wistwatch, spaceproof and

wat erproof. | checked the time. "According to the
best naval tinme, it's late afternoon.™

"Teatine."

"Just about,"” | answered. "You know, it was about

this time |ast week when they took the bandages off

Al bert's eyes."

"He beat them" she said, suddenly very serious,

and | was with her all the way.

No dammed inp with a lucky fireball had succeeded

in blinding our big Mrnon buddy. | was still pissed
that Bill Ritch had been killed in simlar circum
stances on Deinos. Wll, the bastards didn't have any
of Albert. The L.A mssion had turned out to be a
nortality-free operation. Hell, we'd even rescued Ken
Estes when the man could do nothing to hel p hinself.
The docs had himsitting up in bed, wearing paj amas

i nstead of mumry wrappi ngs, and he could talk

again. A bona fide mracle. Then it was Albert's turn.
"Fly," said Arlene, up close all of a sudden

"Yeah?"

"You're a great guy," she said, and kissed nme on the
cheek. She could al ways surprise ne.

"What brought that on?" | asked.

"You care about Al bert," she said softly. "You care
about Jill and Ken, too."

| shook ny head. "Don't think that way," | told her
"You can't relax into—=

She put her hand over ny nouth. It was her turn

again: "You're not the only marine who can nake
conmand deci sions. Soon the only people left in the
world will have the will to sacrifice their |oved ones if
that's what it takes to defeat the invaders. Meanwhil e,
we can care for one another."

"You're not describing civilians," | said coldly.



She started swinmng for the shore, but then

turned back, treading water, and conpleted ny edu-
cation: "There are no civilians any longer, Fly. Every
survivor is a soldier in this war."

| gave her that point. After all, she hadn't said
everyone was a nmarine. | could accept the idea that al
terrestrial life-forns had volunteered for grunt duty
on the front Iine. The whol e planet was the front line.
Fl oating on nmy back for a nmonent, | let Arlene's

wor ds wash over nme. The heat of the sun and the coo

of the water threatened me with sleep. W hadn't had
very much of that in the past nonth. |I'd always been
natural ly buoyant, but | wasn't going to risk taking a
doze in the ocean. It would be funny if a guy who had
survived spider-mnds and steam denpns drowned a

short distance from his best buddy.

| swamto shore, where Arlene was waiting for ne,
pointing to something behind ne. | | ooked around

and for a nonent thought she was referring to the
cloud the admiral had noticed earlier, but it had

vani shed. She was interested in the black fin a hun-
dred yards away from us.

"There's sonmeone for your terrestrial arny," | said.

At the time | thought it was a shark

"Do you think we'll ever get Jill to eat seafood?"

she asked.

"I doubt it. Speaking of Jill, let's check up on her."
I"mlonely. I'mbored. | thought when we got to

Hawaii 1'd find some kids my own age. Everyone here

is either an adult or a little kid. Some of them don't
even call nme Jill. They call ne "the teenager."

At first they nade a big fuss. The admiral gave ne a
nmedal . They were short on the real thing, so he used
some old golf ribbon he'd won years ago, but it neant
alot to him sol was polite. | was unconfortabl e at
the way everyone | ooked at me, but it was still kind of
ni ce. The pisser was, no one would get off ny age after
t hat .

Except for Dr. Forrest Ackerman. He was probably
crazy, but he was nice to ne. "You' re a genius," he

kept repeating. "I prefer the conpany of geniuses."
He | ooked like Vincent Price froman old horror
novi e, conplete with neat little mustache. | m ght

not have renenbered that novie except that the

doctor considered hinself a nonster expert. "Let the
others call them'the eneny,'" he said, w nking.
"They're nmore confortable with the old | anguage.

' The eneny' refers to sonething human. W face
principalities and powers. W're nmonster-fighters."

| had no idea what he neant by principalities and
powers, but at least he didn't talk down to ne.

There were a dozen computer jobs | could have

taken now that | was a big hero; but | chose to work
wi th Ackerman. For one thing, he'd asked ne to. His
research was interesting, and there was a lot | could
do for him

| didn't mind his interest in ne, especially if | was
going to be an assistant. But | didn't like the way he
kept asking about the others. Albert, Fly, and Arlene
had lots of mlitary stuff to keep them busy. Ken was



recovering in the hospital; whenever we tal ked, he
tired out quickly.

"There is every indication that Ken is also a

geni us," Ackerman said, smling.

"At | east he's unw apped.”

"What do you nean?"

"I was, uh, nmaking a joke. He | ooked Iike a mumy

when we rescued himfromthe train. Wen | | ook at
himnow, | think of a ... munmmy."
"Yes, yes," he replied. "You and Ken were worth

the sacrifices the others nmade."

"They were very brave."

"Normal specinens,"” he said to hinself.

Peopl e who talk to thensel ves are overheard sone-
tines.

"What do you nean?" | asked.

He | ooked up fromhis clipboard and blinked at ne

t hrough hi s heavy bl ack-rimred gl asses. "Sorry. |'m
spending too rmuch tine in the lab. | only neant that

if the human race is going to survive, we nmust harvest
all of our geniuses."

I'd been called a genius ever since | was a kid.
Sonetimes | got tired of it. "Wat's a geni us?"

asked.

He had a quick answer. "Anyone who can think

better than his neighbor."

"There nust be a | ot of geniuses, then."

He smiled. "Don't be a smart aleck or I won't show
you my collection.”

I'd always found it hard to shut up. "How do you

know who's so smart?"

He placed a fatherly hand on ny shoulder. | didn't
hol d that against him He had no way of know ng

wasn't | ooking for a dad.

"Jill, the mlitary keeps records. Sonetimes | think
it's all they're really good at doing. If your mlitary
friends had unusually high I @ or other indications of
special nmental attributes, we'd know. "

"I thought a lot of records were |ost during the

i nvasi on. "

He | aughed. It didn't sound as if he was enjoying a
joke. "You should be a | awyer."

"No, thanks."

"Thi s base had thorough docunments on mlitary
personnel of all the services before Doom Day."

"Doom Day?"

"That's what we're calling the first day of the

i nvasion. By the way, | notice you're trying to change
the subject. You are a genius, Jill. You mght find it

interesting that your |ast nane, Lovelace, is the sane
as that of Augusta Ada King Lovel ace, an English

mat hemati ci an who has been called the world' s first
conput er progranmer."

It was amazing how nuch trivia Ackerman carried

in his head. Wile we were talking, | followed him
into the largest |aboratory |I'd ever seen: an under-
ground warehouse they'd allowed Dr. Ackerman to

turn into his private world. C earance was a cinch: he
ran the | ab.

| wanted to get himoff the subject of ny friends.



The way he tal ked about them made ne unconfort -

able. They'd been sort of ignoring me lately. At |east
that was how it felt. |I didn't want to be disloyal to
them when | was al ready pissed off. | wasn't a rat.
Besi des, maybe they were purposely giving nme tine

to be alone. Arlene had said | could really be a pil
when | was in one of my noods.

Vel |, why shouldn't | be? Albert and Arlene had a
thing for each other. Wen they were |like that they
didn't want anyone el se around, not even Fly. But
lately Arlene was spending nore time with Fly. They
had this really gross brother-sister kind of thing going.
When | first nmet them 1 thought there m ght be

somet hing el se between them | quickly |earned that
was no way.

'Course | thought that m ght open the door for ne

to sort of find out if Fly would see me as anything
other than a dunb kid or a conputer geek. That went
nowhere fast. No one can nake nme feel like a kid

qui cker than Fly Taggart.

"l don't care that civilization has al nost col -

| apsed,” he told me one time when | let himsee ne
dressing, or undressing—+ forget which. "I have ny
own rules," he said. "My own personal code of

conduct. A kid your age shouldn't even be thinking
about such things. Now cut it out!" He said a |ot
nmore, but | tuned himout. Lucky for himthat his
personal code was exactly the sane as that of other
adults. He called it the "your actions" principle, or
the YA rule for short.

Fly was just like all the other adults I'd known,
except that he was a better shot. A full-grown man is
telling me what | shouldn't be thinking about. Typi -
cal! At least Dr. Ackerman didn't do that to ne. But
sure didn't want himto punp nme about ny marine
friends. | didn't want to tell himthat | think Fly
woul d rather fire a plasma rifle than nake |l ove to
anyone. My opinion's none of Ackernman's business.

| didn't want the doc to know that 1'd rather be a
scientist than a nmarine. That's probably no big secret.

I don't want ever, ever, ever to be a marine. | hate the
hai rcuts.

6

"You'll find this fascinating, Jill," Dr. Acker-

man prom sed as he led me to a nassive table covered
by a gigantic plastic sheet. About the only thing

m ssing was an el ectrical machi ne buzzing and zap-
ping fromone of the old novies.

"There are too nany of themto be defeated by
firepower!" He sounded |like the president of the
Counci | of Twelve fromthe Mrnon conpound. But

he didn't go on to tal k about the power of prayer.
"After what your friends told us, we nust face the
reality of an unlimted nunber of these creatures. The
bi o-vats w tnessed by Taggart and Sanders—

"That was before | nmet them"

"Yes, we were briefed, you know. They saw t hose

vats in space—en Deinps, to be exact. The aliens can
repl ace their creatures indefinitely, and they keep
improving their nodels. So . . ." Ackerman had a



great sense of the theatrical, playing for an audi ence
that was only ne. Renminding ne of a stage magi ci an,

he reached out with both hands and yanked the big

sheet off the thing on the table.

Large pi eces of steam denon were spread out on a

heavy sl ab. The table had to be very strong to support
the weight. "It's not rotting?" | said, blurting out the
first words that canme into my head.

"They don't decay naturally. The zonbi es decom

pose, of course, because of their original human
tissue." He slipped a pair of surgical gloves on and
prodded the red side of the big chest lying there all by
itself. It | ooked like the world's biggest piece of
partially chewed bubble gum

"There's no snell,"” | vol unteered.

"No odor, right. Not with a cyberdenon."

"A what ?"

"I forgot. You call them sonething else, don't
you?"

" St eam denons. "

"Yes, well, we're standardizing the term nol ogy for

of ficial governnent science. Now take the cacode-

nons, for instance."”

"A what ?"

"You call them pumpkins. | confess | |ike that name
nmysel f, what with the Hall oween associ ations, but it
won't do for an official nane."

"Do you have any cacodenons here?"

He shook his head. "They dissolve shortly after the
tissues are disrupted. When we try to secure sanples

for analysis, we're left with only a test tube of liquid

and powder. So tell nme, Jill, what do you nake of the
cyber . . . er, the steam denon?"
"The nane 'cyberdenon' nakes sense," | agreed.

didn't tell himwhat | thought of "cacodenon." "The
nmechani cal parts stick into the body so deep—

"They are not attachments,"” he corrected. "Look!"

He pointed at the portion of the armthat began in
flesh and ended in the netal of a rocket |auncher
"Neither the armnor the launcher is conplete, but
the cross section shows the point of connection be-
tween the armand the weapon. You see it, don't you
Jill? You don't need a m croscope.”

The only other tine 1'd been this close to a piece of
nonster was when the foot of a spider-nind al nost
crushed me on the train when we rescued Ken.
wonder ed what Ackernman called the spider-n nds.
Anyway, seeing a cross section of a denbn was a new
experience. "l don't believe it," | admtted.
"Seeing is believing."

The red shaded into silver-gray. There was no
dividing line. The rocket |auncher grew out of the
flesh.

"That's one for Ripley,
" Huh?"

"Alittle before your tinme. It means it's hard to
beli eve, but the evidence is right before you. Wen I
first started studying these creatures, | was nost
puzzl ed about their weapons. Think about it. The
inps fire a weapon that's purely organic in nature.”

he sai d.



"We call theminps, too. Well, sometines spinies."
"Uh- huh. Your punpkins do the sane with their

ball s of concentrated acid and conmbusti bl e gas. Wy,
then, do these larger creatures use weapons simlar to
the artillery used by humans?"

I'd never thought about that. If soneone is trying to
stab me with a switchblade, | don't wonder how he

got it.

It was Dr. Ackerman's job to wonder. "All these
mlitary weapons seened inappropriate,” he went on
"If they internally create bolts of force and can
project them why devel op appendages that require
external anmunition?"

"I get it," | said, excited. "lIt's like if you're God-
zilla, what do you need with a gun?"

"Perfect, Jill. You really are a smart kid."

| didn't want conpliments. | wanted to keep the

di scussion noving. "Are you sure they get their

bull ets and rockets from sonewhere el se? Maybe they
grow t hem too?"

Acker man stopped what he was doi ng—bri ngi ng

up a conputer display showi ng the nonster's autopsy
report—and took his glasses off. He pointed at ne
with them "Right there you prove yourself worth

nore than the people I've been working with. You can
help ne, uh, interface with Ken, too. Hi s doctor says
it will be a while before he gets back to normal, but
he's been so close to the problemthat he understands
aspects of their biotechnol ogy that no one el se com
pr ehends. "

| nodded. "Now | remenber. Ken told us how the
rockets and guns and stuff were probably first stolen
fromsubject races. So if the gun is a separate thing,
then it's not grown by a denon."

Ackerman finished nmy thought: "But if it's at-
tached, then it's grown somehow. The original ver-
sion of the weapon must have been stolen first. Then
they nodified it into their biotech."

He turned his back to ne again and | noticed little
red and yellow stains all over it. |I didn't want to know
what they were. Now he was excited as he said, "What
we need is a living speci mren of one of the big ones."
He grinned. Maybe he really was a mad scientist.

had to ask the obvi ous question: "Wuld you be able
to control it?"

"W already handle the living zonbi es we have

here. That sounds funny, doesn't it? Living zonbies."
"You have live ones?" | nearly freaked when he said
that. Being in conbat had turned ne into a killer

of the undead.

"Sure, but they're easy to control. They don't have
super human strength. You know that from fighting
them™

"Have you fought then"

"Well, no, but I've studied them"
"Trust ne on this, Doctor—they're dangerous."
"But manageable. That's all I'msaying. If we had a

live cyberdenon, then we'd have a problem of con-
tai nment. The sanme as if our mancubus was |iving.
know you call themfatties."



"You have a whole fatty?"

"Fortunately it's dead. Unlike the speci nmen here,

he seems to be slowy decaying."

| laughed. "They snell so bad alive | don't see how
they could get any worse."

"The stench reminds nme of rotting fish, sour grapes,
and ol d | ocker-room sweat. Cone on. |I'Il show you."
He didn't need to take my arm but | let him He was
like a friendly uncle who wanted to show off his
chanmber of horrors. W went past sections of flying
skulls laid out like bikers' helnets. |I'd al ways want ed
a notorcycle.

"What do you call the dydes?"

"W don't," he answered quickly. "W think your
friends were wong to think they m ght be the product
of genetic engineering. They're probably the human
traitors who were given sone kind of treatnent to
make themtractable.”

The fatty was behind gl ass and nade ne think of a
gigantic nmeat |oaf that had been left out in the sun
The netal guns it used for arms had been renoved

and stacked up next to the nmonster |like giant flash-
lights. He | ooked sort of pathetic w thout them

"You can't snell it fromhere, but if you want to
step into the room..."
"No, thanks." | turned himdown, unsure if he was

kidding ne. "Let's see the zonbies."

I wish | hadn't asked.

He led me to the end of the warehouse, where

finally saw sone other people in white Iab coats. For a
nmonent it had seenmed as if the whole place bel onged
to Ackerman and his nonsters. W went out into a
corridor. | figured the zonbies had been given a
speci al place of their own.

Like I said, what's great about scientists is the way
they refuse to talk down to kids. Ackerman started to
lecture, and it was fine with ne:

"The nmost interesting part about studying zonbies

is the residual speech pattern. W have recorded nany
hours of zonbie di al ogue. Sonme of themfixate on the

i nvasi on, speaking cryptically about gateways and
greater forces that lie behind them Qhers pick up a
pattern fromtheir own lives, repeating phrases that
tell us something about them A final test group
doesn't speak at all. W are attenpting to find out if
they retain any capacity to reason after the transfor-
mation. "

"No," | said as strongly as | could. "The human

part of themis dead."

"I understand how you nust feel," he said. "It's
easier for all of us if we assune we're not killing
anyone human on the other end of the gun barrel.”

| shook ny head. "You don't understand,” | told

him "1'Il kill any skag who betrayed us. The traitors
are still human. | wouldn't have any problem pulling

the trigger on those creeps in the government who

hel ped t he denons. "

"Al'l right, calmdown," he said in a conpletely
different tone of voice. "I was really talking about
nmysel f just then. It's easier for ne to work on these,



er, zonbies, if | think there's no humanity left."
Arl ene keeps saying | can be a real pill, so | decided
to be that way on purpose. | asked, "Wat difference
does that make to you, Doctor, if they weren't gen-
i uses when they were alive?"

He | aughed instead of getting nad. "You are smart,
Jill. I need to watch ny step around you. | hope we'll
enj oy working together. W can start now. What's
your theory of why a few of the big nonsters seem
able to reason?"

"You nmean |ike the spider-mnds?"

| didn't need to tell himwhat that word neant.
"Apparently all of them Then there was the |oqua-
ci ous i np whom Cor poral Taggart reported encoun-
tering on Phobos."

He was on one of ny favorite subjects. "W won-
dered about the smart ones when we were doing the
L.A mission."”

"What were your concl usions?"

| suddenly noticed how | ong we'd been wal ki ng.

"How nuch farther before we reach the zonbi es?"
"Not long. Just don't ask if we're there yet! It'l|
make ne think of you as a kid again."

"I's there a rest room!| can use?"

"Just a few feet beyond the zonbie pen." He
sounded inpatient. "So what did all of you con-

cl ude?"

"\Whenever a nornmal, stupid one tal ks, there mnust

be a smarter one sonewhere, sending the words."

"Li ke broadcasting a radio signal. W' ve been

wor ki ng al ong the same lines. Do you think the

spi der-mninds do their own thinking?"

"Search ne."

"They could be on the receiving end as well."

"So tell me about your zonbies." | was truly
interested. W'd wal ked a good di stance and still no
sight of the corpse-creeps.

"Well, we have a total of thirteen. W' ve run

identity checks. You know how inmpossible it is to
destroy information today."

"Yeah, the nonsters can't rip a big hole in the Net,
even with their fat asses.”

"They' ve sl owed us down, but they can't stop us
cold.™

"W'|| stop themcold."

"Attagirl! Anyway, one of the zombies was once an
edi tor named Anders Mnsen. He repeats phrases
fromhis profession. At least, that's what we think he's
doi ng. One of the wormen is Mchelle DeLude, a

bl onde. She keeps repeating how she nust get to Las
Vegas in time for her wedding. Mark Stephens ran a
bookstore. Butler Shaffer was a | aw professor. Tina
Karos was a paralegal. She's the brunette. Both the

| adies were very attractive in life. Shane to see them
nmonsteri zed. The other eight were seanen stationed
right here in Hawaii. One was a huge man his friends
called Big Lee. Don't renmenber the nanes of the

ot hers."

Ackerman coul d have been a teacher. He nade ne

want to neet his special class of dead people. | was



| ooking forward to it... until the door marked Maxi -

mum Security swung open and a | arge shape filled the
doorway, swinging a meat cleaver with which it

hacked of f Dr. Ackerman's head
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["I'l never admit this to Arlene, but for the first

time | doubt ny faith. | don't want to be Al bert the
agnostic. | have to wite this out of my system Wen
I"'mfinished, 1'll destroy it and wite her a real letter
It mght seemstupid to wite to soneone |I could

speak to in person, but when | |look into her green

eyes, | becone tongue-tied. The way she arches her

right eyebrow and sniles with a smle as hot as her
flamng red hair, | just can't talk to her. She offers ne
herself, and all | can do is tell her about ny religion
She was the first sight | beheld after the operation
They did what they could for nmy face, but | didn't

need to look in a mrror to realize | had permanent

scars. My face still burns. It will burn forever fromthe
new val |l eys and ridges etched into ny forehead and

cheeks and chin. | suppose there is consolation in not
being as ugly as an inp. O course, |I'll have a head

start if I'mever turned into a zonbie.

I know it's wong to worry about ny appearance

when | coul d have been blind for the rest of ny life.
May CGod forgive nmy vanity.

Arlene won't let ne be sorry for nyself. She bent

over ny hospital bed, smling |like an angel, and

ki ssed up and down the tortured flesh of ny disfig-
ured face. "You'll always be ny Al bert," she whis-
pered so that only | could hear

W' ve shared experiences few nortals will ever

know. We've faced down the wrath of a spider-m nd

W' ve tasted the brinstone of a fire eater. (I can't
figure out why the scientists here call those things
arch-viles.) Together we've spilled the sliny guts of
punpki ns and princes of hell. | was willing to wade

t hrough a sea of blood with this woman. But when she
turned her face to me and offered ne her high
cheekbones to touch and her full nouth to kiss,

pul I ed away.

She must think I'"'ma fool. A woman who has

proved herself in a world of nen, she is not squeam

i sh about the human body. Wnen tend to be nore
matter-of -fact about the body anyway. They al ready

l[ive in the sea of blood so it nmust seemvery strange to
wat ch nmen deliberately enbark upon that crinmson

ocean. Does a foxhole really conpare to childbirth?

was brought up to believe that the highest destiny of a
worman is to bring children into the world. The church
reinforced these attitudes. | can respect a wonan who
is a fighter but I can't shake the idea she's shirking her
responsibility as a woman. It's like if she dies on a
battlefield, she gets off easy. If she's an officer, she
exercises a trivial kind of authority compared to what
God intends for her to do with her children.

So here cones Arlene Sanders with her high-and-

tight, tossing back her head as if she had |ong hair
down to her waist, showi ng off her |ong neck and firm
jaw, and shoul dering her piece with as much authority



as any man. Yeah, I'Il pretend it's the day after
Hal | oneen and hel p her bl ow away punpkins. But |
won't touch her with nmy naked hand.

Intellectually, |I don't doubt the Book of Mornon.

H story shows that a life of marriage and children is
i ntended for nen and wonen on this earth. Wen we
nove away fromthat, we becone m serable. \Wen we

do our duty, we know a happi ness of which no

hedoni st can even dream

| guess ny problemis that | thought 1'd been

tempted before. But the wonmen who offered them
selves to me for quick and easy sex were not wonen |
respected. They'd never stood up to devils fromthe
dept hs of space. They'd never encountered the now
or-never choice of giving up your life for a buddy—
and surviving only because he'd do the sanme for you
I'd met plenty of women who were into rock, but PFC
Arl ene Sanders was the first who could really rock and
roll!

Turni ng down her offer hurts so nmuch because if a
buddy asked for anything else, |1'd come through

wi thout giving it a second thought. How can she treat
the act of love so casually? | know |lots of nen who'd
junp at the chance offered by Arlene, but she proba-
bly wouldn't be interested in them My usual |ousy

| uck—she's attracted to ne because she knows |'1| say
no.

Even when | was a jock back in high school, there
were cheerl eaders after nme. Being big and mnuscul ar
has its advantages. The smart guys thought | was
stupid and left me alone. That was probably an

advant age al so.

I want a famly. | want a loving wife who will give
me children. It's that sinmple, but | can't nake the
words cone out. Wirds are fragile tools. Wen you

try to turn theminto weapons they often break. | can't
wite the letter to Arlene today. | don't have the
words. | pray that I'lIl find the words while we're stil
t oget her.

In a world of real denons, there isn't any tinme to
waste. Nor is this a good tinme to question nmy faith
just because | suddenly di scover | cannot govern ny

passions. | might even have a future in which to raise
a famly

Once, when | was reading a book in the Mrnon

library, | cane across a line that stayed with nme. |

don't remenber the author, but he said: "Happy

famlies are all alike; every unhappy famly is unhap-
py inits own way." | take that to nean that happi ness
grows out of love. Love is based on your actions. So is
faith.

How do | tell Arlene that | want all or nothing?
Especi al |y when she's already offered ne nore than
deserve . . . And how can we nmake a decision for the
future in a world like this? My hell on Earth is a world
where Arlene is right and I'mwong. Do we even have
aright totry to plan for the future? If we were the | ast
two people in a universe of nonsters, there would be a
certain legitimacy in trying to make a life together, in
however brief a span was allotted to us. But our lives



are not our own. There is the Corps. One, two, three,
four, she loves the Marine Corps. She loves it nore
than | do. So does Fly. There is that |ink between

t hem

W are under orders nore severe than any nonas-

tery could i npose. Perversely, | have taken an oath of
celibacy that she has not taken. Arlene Sanders is a
wor | dl y worman, whether on this planet or off.

But | am honest enough to adnit that | have no
intention of changing. If it were proven to nme tonor-
row that the Mornon faith is false, | would not

becone a noral relativist. | would not treat human

rel ations as casual affairs. | take people too seriously
for that. 1'd still believe in ny norality even if no CGod
provi ded supernatural guidance.

| pray that one day Arlene will understand how

much faith | have in her. Suddenly | realize that I
can't wite her a letter. | have to tell her all this in
person. Despite all ny reservations, | must have the
courage of my convictions.

I"mgoing to ask her to marry ne.

"Arlene, |ook out!"

The little voice in the back of my head just woul dn't
shut up about how stupid it was to go anywhere

wi t hout being arned to the teeth. Arlene and | hadn't
felt safe enough to go unarmed since the first day of
t he Phobos invasi on. W even ki dded each ot her

about going to the beach wi thout either of us packing
a piece. | wouldn't have minded seeing her with a nice
Colt .45 strapped to her and leaving its mark on her
nearly naked body. She's ny buddy, but | still have an
i magi nation

Here we were in a stronghold of humanity. This was

one place where we didn't have to feel like the black
gang- banger surrounded by white cops in what a

police conmm ssioner might refer to as a target-rich
environnent. Here we could let down our hair—a

j oke when you have a marine haircut—and go naked,

whi ch has nothing to do with cl othes and everything

to do with being unarned.

Not hi ng threatened us on the beach, except maybe

that |lazy shark we'd noticed right before com ng in.
W didn't have any need of firepower when we went

t hrough the security check. W sinply needed our big
bath towel s because the air conditioning was on ful
blast inside. It was still our day of R&R, and neither
of us was in a rush to get back into uniform 1'd never
enj oyed wearing civvies nore in ny life.

W weren't expecting trouble as we went | ooking for

Jill. Ackerman's nonster |ab was a | ot cl oser than
Al bert, who'd "gone to town," and Arlene figured her
beau still needed tine al one.

It wasn't until we went into the biology research
departrment that the old marine training kicked in.
Sonething just didn't feel right. Maybe it was not
seei ng nore people than we did. But when | noticed

the female | ab technician from behind, |I knew sone-
thing was wong. Her long black tresses were a tat-
tered nmass stained with splotches of green. She had a
great figure, and sonething told nme she'd never let her



hair go like that. Her lab coat was winkl ed and

di sgustingly dirty, though | knew the admiral ran a
tight ship and woul dn't abi de sl ovenli ness.

Arl ene picked up the pace and started hoofing it

over to the technician. As the woman started to turn, |
couldn't believe that Arlene wouldn't notice the

messy hair and the dirty |lab coat. My best buddy
wasn't just a great warrior; she was fenale.

No sooner did | shout, "Arlene, |ook out,"” than
realized | didn't need to worry about her. She went
into aroll that nmade her a less prom sing target than |
was. Marine, protect your own ass!

Turni ng sideways, | flattened nyself against the

wal | before the femal e zonbie got off her first shot.
Arl ene made certain she didn't get another. Zonbie

refl exes suck. Even a wonman in good physical condi -
tion woul d have had trouble stopping Arlene coni ng

up fromthe floor, right armstraight up Ilike the Statue
of Liberty, and knocking the gun fromthe cold

| eathery hand that was yet to get off a second shot.
The next few seconds proved to be the corollary to
"Practice Makes Perfect." We'd both becone a little
rusty. There was no other expl anation for Zonbie

Grl getting away before Arlene could slam her hard
agai nst the conveni ent back wal | —provi di ng pl enty

of time for one of us to retrieve the gun fromthe fl oor
and punp lead into the | eathery blue-gray face of our
wal ki ng beauty.

This zombi e | ass noved very quickly, though—

faster than any zonmbie |I'd ever seen. She al so shouted
somet hing very strange about having to get to court.
Then she darted through a door to ny left before
Arlene could reach her fromthe rear or | could
approach her fromthe front.

"Those norons!" Arlene screaned. "Wat kind of

security do they call this?"

| was pissed too, but | had nore synpathy for a
genui ne bl under than Arlene did. Watching that bas-
tard Wens order the nurder of the nonks in Kefiri-
stan had softened me toward nere inconpetence.

The science boys had to study everything they could

get their hands on. | didn't expect there wouldn't be
ri sks. But whatever had gone wong, it was now a job
for people like Arlene and ne.

She' d al ready picked up the piece fromthe floor, a
.38 caliber revolver. | liked the idea of acquiring nore
artillery as quickly as possible.

A scream fromthe other side of the door brought us
back to imediate reality. Reconnoitering was a

[ uxury, and going to the arnory was a vacation from

t he j ob.

W went through the door together, me comng in

| ow and Arl ene braced, pointing the gun ahead of

us—a beacon of truth with its own special kind of
flame. But she didn't fire right away. She was afraid of
hitting the woman that the zonbie in the | ab coat was
carving up like a Christnmas turkey.

The victimstared at us w thout seeing what was in
front of her. The broken beaker in the zonmbie's hand
occupi ed the wonman's full attention. Zonmbie Grl had



al ready cut her victimaround her breasts and arns.
The angle made it inpossible for us to alter the events
of the next few seconds. That was all the tinme the
zonbi e needed.

She drew her makeshift knife in a slashing nove-

nment across the white throat of the victim The throat
didn't stay white very long. The lifeblood spurted out
so fast that it covered the hand hol di ng the broken
glass, and it looked as if the zonbie had spilled a
bucket of red paint over itself.

Arlene took a few lithe dancer's steps into the

room and placed her gun right up agai nst the Zonbie
Grl's head. This wal king dead m ght be fast, but the
jig was up. Arlene squeezed off a round. Bl ood,

brai ns, and gore splattered back over the victim

but the poor woman was past caring. She was stil
twitching, but that didn't count. W couldn't save
her .

"Too bad none of the scientists are around to

observe that," | said, pointing. A piece of zonbie
brain continued to flop around on the floor with a life
of its owm. I'd noticed this phenonenon before. It

seened to apply only to the better rank of zombies,
the ones with a shred of initiative left.

"She was a fast one," said Arlene, nodding at the
worman we didn't save. "If | were wearing ny boots,

I'"d grind this to pulp,"” she sneered at the bl ue-green
brain matter that seened to be trying to crawl away.
She didn't step on it. Instead, she wasted ammo.

| could relate. Quick as that, we were both back in

killing node. Then we heard anot her screan+ene
we both recogni zed right away. Jill!
8

"W've got to save her, Fly!"

Arl ene had recogni zed our kid, too. W'd both

started thinking about Jill that way—as our responsi-
bility. We hadn't gone through all this crap just to |let
her die now.

"Cone on!" | shouted and headed toward the

sound.

Wien we returned to the corridor, another zonbie

was waiting for us, a male. This was one of the

tal kati ve ones. He didn't babble about the Gateways
and the invasion. Instead, he kept repeating, "Wite it
over and resubmit.” | didn't give hima chance to
repeat his mantra. Arlene had our only gun, but I

was angry at not having been in time to save the

worman in the next room Sonetines | |like to get

per sonal

| felt the skin crawl between ny shoulders as | hit

the blue-gray face with nmy right fist. Marines were not
meant to touch this reeking | eather that once was
human skin, but | was too angry to care. The sound

of the nose cracking did nmy soul a world of good.
Unlike Arlene's prey, this one was slow. | could

have noved a | ot slower, but adrenaline surged

through me as | did sonething I'd never done to any

of these bozos: | gave it the old one-two with straight
fists. No karate, no fancy side kicks, no special
training. | just pumel ed that dammed face in a



sincere effort to send it straight back to hell, where

it bel onged.
"Flyl!" Arlene was right behind ne.
"Be with you in a second,” | said.

"What about Jill?"
Shit. How could | have been sidetracked so easily?
There are certain drawbacks to being a natural warri-

or. "Take it," | yelled, resunming the twenty-yard
dash—thirty? forty?—+o save Jill. | measured dis-
tance in kill-onmeters. | didn't bother |ooking back as |

heard the solid, satisfying sound of Arlene putting a
round in the zonbie's head.

Arl ene stays in good shape. | never slowed down,

but suddenly she was running right beside me. W

found a dead guard sl unped agai nst the wall. Recent
kill. Blood still trickling down his armonto his M.
Dunb- ass zonbies didn't relieve himof his satisfac-
tion. | grabbed the weapon w thout slow ng down,

and then Arlene and | slamed through a pair of

unl ocked doors, ready for anything.

Anyt hi ng consi sted of a zonbie ripping open a

sawbones with the man's own surgical instrunments. |
fired off six rounds of .30-06 little round scal pel s that
opened up the zonmbie a lot nore conpletely than

he'd nanaged to do to the doctor

"I can save him" said Arlene, noticing the conve-
nient nmedikit at the same time | did. In Kefiristan
she'd had plenty of experience treating abdom na
wounds. Before | could say diddly, she was on her
knees, scooping up the medical guy's intestines and
shoveling them back into the patient. Fortunately, the
guy had passed out; and just as fortunately Arlene was
really good at handling slippery things.

Jill was ny responsibility—f it wasn't already too
late to save her. As if on cue, she screaned again. |
gave a silent prayer of thanks to Sister Beatrice, the
toughest nun |I'd had back in school. She always said
the only prayers that are answered are the ones you
say when you truly want to hel p sonmeone el se

| humped. | hurried. | tried nmy damedest to

fly.

Jill was still alive when | got to her. | alnost tripped
over the head of Dr. Ackerman, staring up at ne with
areally surprised expression. | did slip in the blood,

and dropped the ML as | careened right into the back
of the biggest freakin' zonbie |I'd ever seen. The creep

had cornered Jill and was trying to get at her with a
bl asted neat cl eaver. She was holding himoff with a
netal chair, like a lion tamer. She'd taken shelter in a

tight corner, which gave her an advantage: he couldn't
swing the cleaver in a full arc, and she was able to
avoi d him by sidestepping the bl ade.

| slanmed hard into the back of her lion, and he fel

forward. Jill junped out of the way and shouted,
"Flyl!"™ That was all, just ny nane, but she crammed

so nmuch gratitude into that one syllable she made ne
feel like the cavalry, Superman, and Zorro all rolled
into one.

"Run!" | shouted, now that she had a cl ear escape

rout e.



“"No way!"

The brat liked giving ne lip. It was hard to be nad

at her though, because she was trying to retrieve the
weapon fromthe floor. The big, hulking zonbie was
slow, but he didn't seeminterested in giving us all the
tinme in the world.

Jill leveled the M1 at our problemand pulled the
trigger. Nada. Either Jill was doing sonethi ng wrong
or the gun had jamed. Zonbie was still fixated on
her, even though | was behind himagain. Jill |ooked
at me with a hurt-little-girl expression as if to say /
gave up a perfectly good nmetal chair for a gun that
doesn't fire?

The bad guy still had his cleaver, and he had plenty
of el bow room now, so he could swing the thing and

add Jill's head to his collection. It pissed ne off that
all ny heroics had only made Jill's situation worse.
did what | could. The big hulk was standing with his
feet just far enough apart so that | was able to kick
himin the groin. I wished | had on ny comnbat boots

i nstead of sneakers. | w shed he were alive, as the
dead ones are only mldly bothered by that kind of
action. But it was the best | could manage.

The big bearded nother turned his head. That was

all Jill needed. She held the barrel in both hands and
swung the weapon so fair and true that it was worthy
of the Wrld Series. The wooden stock cracked

agai nst the zonbie's neck. He was thrown off-bal ance.
As he tried to turn his head, | heard a snap: Jill had
done sonething bad to his old neck bone. Good girl!
The zonbie fell to his knees. Before he could get

out of his crouch | karate-chopped the back of his
neck. No time to play George Foreman now. So far

Jill and |I had nerely slowed himdown. Tinme for
somet hi ng nore pernanent .
Jill had the sane idea. No sooner did | body-slam

the hulk into a prone position than she yanked the

cl eaver away fromhimand started swinging it at his
head.

"Hey, watch it!" | shouted. "You alnpbst hit ne."
"Sorry," she said, alnpbst as a gasp. But she kept

swi nging that wi cked bl ade at the peeling, rotten flesh
around the zonbie's neck and head. | wasn't about to
tell her she didn't have the strength to finish the job.
The zonbie wasn't getting up, and | intended to make
sure it stayed down.

As | retrieved the M, | realized that no other

zonbi es were showi ng up to bother us. There was
somet hi ng eeri e about Doc Ackernan's head on the

floor, staring at us. (A marine isn't supposed to use a
word like "eerie," but it was freakin' eerie, nan.)

| picked up the M. So it had jamed for Jill. So

she'd used it as a club. It's not |like she'd snmashed it
against a tree. | cleared the bolt. What the hell, we'd
give it another try.

"Excuse me," | said to Jill, busily trying to return

the favor to the great decapitator. The neat cl eaver

was a little dull. And Jill just didn't have the necessary
body nass. She offered me her hatchet. | declined.

| fired the M once, point-blank. The head cane



apart like a ripe cantal oupe. The bl ood that poured
out was a brand-new col or on ne.

"The gun jammred," she insisted.

"1 know. "

"I didn't do anything wong with it!"

"I"mnot saying you did. Knocking the gun around
probably unjamed it."

"Well, | just want you to know it wasn't ny fault
that | couldn't fireit."

There were tinmes when Jill went out of her way to
rem nd me she was a teenager. | really wasn't in the

nmood for her defensiveness just then. God knew how
many nore zonbies were roamng the installation

W had to get back to Arlene. And | was worried

about Al bert. We'd becone like a fanily.

At sonme noment in nmy mlitary career |'d becone

used to the stench of death. | could probably thank
the Scythe of dory and their Shining Path buddies

for that. But | would never get used to the sour-Ienon
zonbi e odor; and the strongest whiff of it 1'd had in a
very long time scorched ny nostrils as the head of the
dead zonbie | eaked at my feet.

When | threw up, | knew the vacati on was over.

I am Ken. | once was part of a famly. They're al

dead now. | once took |ong wal ks every day and rode a
bicycle. | swam | ate food off plates and drank w ne.
sang. | made | ove.

Now | am a cybermummy. A Ken doll. They have

taken of f the bandages and renoved some of the

objects fromny flesh, but | feel that the aliens have
made ne | ess than human. Dr. Ackerman thought the
opposite; but | don't feel nore than human. Dr.
WIllians, the director, says they will bring me back to
normal, but | don't believe him The director puts
not hi ng above the inportance of wi nning the war.

am nore useful to himnow where | am renaining

what | am The nedical teamtries to keep its findings
fromme, but | can tap into all their computer

syst ens.

They say they can overcome ny physical weakness

quite easily. They can stop feeding me intravenously
and slowy acclimate ny systemto regul ar food again.
Sinple brain surgery would restore full nobility, but
there is a risk—ot to nme but to their project. The
alien biotech in ny head could be altered or lost in the
course of getting ne back to normal. So they take
their tine.

Meanwhil e, | am plugged into the conputers and
confined to ny bed, except when they risk placing ne

in a notorized wheelchair. | do not conplain about
this. 1 do not tell Jill when she cones to visit me. She's
my nmost frequent visitor. | don't conmplain to Flynn

or Arlene or Al bert when they check up on ne. These

are the people who saved nme. They care about ne. |

see no reason to make themworry.

Keepi ng ny own counsel is a trick |I |earned when I

was very young. | don't tell anyone how rmuch | want

to be the man I was. My favorite uncle used to take his
famly to Hawaii for vacations. He'd tell us all about
it when he visited, and | wanted so nmuch to cone



here. The irony is that here may be one of the | ast

pl aces on Earth where things are still as he remem
bered, and | can't go out and see themwhile there is
still time.

| access all that | can on Hawaii. The screen flickers
and tells me that Hawaii is a group of islands stretch-
ing for over three hundred niles in the mddle of

the Pacific Ccean. | bring up information on how it

was di scovered by Europeans; and then | read how
it became the fiftieth state of the United States.
I remenber ny uncle saying the nost popul ar fish

here is difficult to spell, and | find an entry for it,
and | realize nmy uncle was an honest man:
humurmunukunukuapuaa. | read all about King Ka-

nmehameha and envy how he coul d get around the

i sl ands so nmuch nore easily than I...

| growtired of feeling sorry for nyself. | don't mind
being useful. I'mnot certain that's the sane thing as
doing one's duty, but | don't really care. This could be
the last stand of the human race. But | hate the lies.
Al the mlitary is good at doing in a crisis is lying. |
woul d never talk about this with brave soldiers. They
don't want to hear about it. There is no point in

di scussing it with cynical senior officers, especially

t hose who have decided to use me without being

honest about their intent.

| like nmy new friends. They have honor. They | ook

out on the world with a clean vision that no anount

of dirt or blood can obstruct. They think they are
fighting for individualism For freedom If the human
race survives, they will face a serious di sappoi ntnment.

| have accessed the files. There are plans.

Perhaps | amcloser to the future than those who

rescued ne. | amtrapped inside nyself. Maybe sone-
thing deep inside nme died when | was in the clutches
of the invaders. Before they altered ne, | would have

been horrified to discover human plans for a New
Eugenics to build the future. This is not a plan of the
human col | aborators. The traitors have their own
genetic plans for "inproving" that part of humanity
the new masters will allow to survive

The New Eugenics is a plan devised by our side

The good guys. The ones fighting the invaders. \Wo
knows? Maybe they will deliberately create nore
conputer adjuncts like ne! It's a dead certainty that
they will begin maki ng breedi ng decisions for the
survivors on our side. Warriors like Flynn and Arl ene
will be spared this nonsense. They were born to die in
battle. They are too valuable to use in non-mlitary
operations. | have accessed plans for them They

don't know it yet, but their tinme on Earth is linited.
Very few people have their skill as space warriors.
Flynn is Flash Gordon. Who is Arlene? Barbarella?
Marines Taggart and Sanders will follow orders

even when it involves facing hundred-to-one odds

and near-certain death. 1'd like to inagine sone
bureaucrat, human or otherwise, telling themwth
whom t hey should go to bed and how many chil dren

they are expected to have. They will be spared this
future Earth that | believe to be inevitable, no matter



which side wins. Tines of crisis are made in hell —
and made for the kind of man who has a plan for

ever yt hi ng.
Jill and | are to remain on Earth! If Al bert is
fortunate, he will go with Fly and Arlene. He is too

religious a man to stay. Wiere would he turn when he
found out there's no side for hinf? Wwuld he try to
return to Utah? He doesn't know about Ut ah yet.

He' |l probably find out today.

They have a lot to cover today. The service for
Ackerman and his staff was held this norning.

watched it on the nmonitor. So nmuch has happened

since yesterday.

First, the admral will pretend there was a possibili -
ty of sabotage even though the video recordi ngs show
that the killings were the result of sinple carel essness
on the part of one of Ackerman's staff. Plain inconpe-
tence led to the hol ocaust. Those tapes remain cl assi-
fied, naturally. The possibility of a traitor does nore
for gung-ho norale than an adm ssion of inconpe-

tence. | can hardly fault our new | eaders for being
students of history.
Besides, nmy friends will be receiving a big dose of

declassified material relevant to their next m ssion
They shoul dn't be greedy for too much decl assified
material all at once. It causes indigestion. Besides,
their marine colonel will be giving thema nice
dessert.

| should have a better attitude about this. The other
side is so terrible that we should forgive our own
shortcom ngs. Isn't that what they said when they
were fighting Hitler? The doom denons, as Jill Iikes
to call them are perfect enemes. In the nanme of
fighting them we can do anything we want. No, it
isn'"t fair to say we want to do terrible things. W w |
Wi n by any neans necessary, as Malcolm X used to

say.
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By the time | joined Fly and Jill, | could

breat he easy again. It was Fly and Jill. He saved her.

knew the big lug would. There was no way | could

have left a man bl eeding to death when | had the
training to save him

O course, the navy's security forces were swarm ng
everywhere by then. | didn't mnd that two of the first

of Kimrel's finest were Mark Stanfill and Jimlvey,
nmy poker playing buddies (Fly wasn't in our |eague).
When everything' s gone to hell in a hand basket,

personal | D can nake the crucial difference in wheth-
er somebody panics and pulls the trigger. Ackerman's
facilities had been turned into a zonbie cafeteria, and
t hat was enough to make anyone panic.

Fly, Jill, and | were hustled into a decontam nation
chanber. After all the contact we'd had with these
creatures | al nost |aughed at precautions this late in
the gane. Then again, | shouldn't criticize Hawaii
Base for being thorough. It would be a kick in the ass
if we defeated the enemy only to succunb to di seases
al ready coursing through our bl oodstreans.

In the evening, | saw Al bert at dinner. He was a



wor se poker player than Fly because he coul dn't keep
enotions from marching across his face.

"Arlene, are you all right?" he asked, noticing Jill's
smle a second later. "Are all of you okay?" he added.
"W're fine," Fly assured him grinning.

"W needed the practice," Jill added.

"Stop giving hima hard tine," | told the other two.
"Don't mnd these kill-crazy kids, Albert."

"Hey!" Fly protested, still smling.

"Seriously, Albert, after all we've done together

this was no big deal."” | noticed that other tables
frequently occupied by now were only half full. The
death toll hadn't been that high, considering the
surprise elenment. Al the zonbies were accounted for
and wasted. (At |east Ackerman kept good records.)

The only explanation for the sparse crowd was that a
nunber of our conrades had been put off their food

by a first sloppy encounter with the drool ghouls. So
we coul d have seconds if we wanted.

Al bert sighed and joined us. The tables were set up
cafeteria-style, and our little group tended to gravitate
together. W were so taken with Ken that he'd proba-
bly belong to our little supper club if he ever ate solids
agai n.

"I didn't hear about the zonbies until | returned,”

he sai d al nost apol ogetically.

"How was town?" asked Jill.

"I was shopping." Those innocuous words cane

out of Albert freighted with an extra meaning. |

wasn't the only one who heard it.

W ate our Salisbury steaks in silence. | finished

and started to get up with the intention of depositing
my tray in the proper receptacle. | figured nmy figure
didn't really need the extra cal ories of seconds, after
all. Albert was only starting to eat, but he abandoned
his food. And Al bert is a grow ng boy.

"Do you mind if I walk with you?" he asked. The

style was definitely not him | couldn't help noticing
Jill"s eyes burning into him She sensed sonet hi ng

was up. Fly was busy paying close attention to his

pi neappl e dessert.

"Sure," | said. For one nonment | |et w shful

t hi nking override the rational part of ny brain.
wanted to believe that Al bert had changed his m nd
about our sleeping together. 1'd forgotten that where
this big, wonderful guy was concerned, the nopst

i nportant aspect of sleeping together was the dream
ing that went along with it—and the prom ses.

| don't know what surprised nme nore. That he'd

conme up with a ring during his shoppi ng expedition

or that he put it to me with such direct sinplicity:
"Arlene, will you marry ne?"

|'d opened the door to this when | made a play for

him If | had a half a brain, 1'd have realized what ny
interest would nmean to a man of this caliber.

W stood together next to a perfect facsimle of a
Wrld War |l era poster proclainng, "Loose |lips sink
ships." He watched me closely, especially nmy nouth,
waiting for words prom sing his own personal salva-
tion or damation. |'d have been happier if he'd



| ooked away. Suddenly | wasn't as brave as | thought I
was.

"Albert." | only got the one word out. Hi s expres-
sion spoke volunmes. He'd certainly westled with al
the problems haunting ne. | wouldn't even insult him
by bringi ng t hem up.

"That ring . " he began.

"I't's beautiful, but | couldn't dream of accepting it
until... | nmean, | need to think ..."

It was |like one of those conedi es where the charac-
ters tal k at cross-purposes. Wo would think a sinple
gol d band coul d present a greater chall enge than
escapi ng fromthe D sney Tower?

"I"d like you to keep it," he said. "You don't have to
think of it as an engagenent ring, or anything you

don't want it to be. | don't expect you to wear it, if
you're not sure. Arlene, you nmean so rmuch to ne that
when you offered what | couldn't accept, | had to
respond in my own way. | had to | et you know how

feel ."

Reachi ng out to take his hand was the easiest thing
inthe world, until | felt the slight tremor in his palm

It took all my courage to gaze into his eyes and say, "I
can't tell you now. You nust understand."

"Of course | do."

"Thank you," | said and ki ssed himon the cheek

Hs smle was a nore beautiful sight than any gol den
ring could ever be. "I'd like to have this," | continued.
"I's that right, | nean, before | "

He was too nuch of a gentlenman to let ne finish

"I"d be honored if you keep it, Arlene, whatever you
decide. W need to get used to making our own rules

in our brave new world."

Thi s was unexpected talk fromny big, fine Mor-

nmon. "Does your God approve of that kind of think-

i ng?" | asked him

He took ny challenge in stride. "If those of ny

faith are right, Arlene, he's everybody's God, isn't
he?" Then he returned my chaste kiss and left nme to

nmy own devi ces.

The next norning, at the briefing for everyone wth

a Level 5 clearance or higher, | proudly wore the thin
band of gold on the chain with nmy dog tags. Fly
noticed it right away. I'Il bet he was as glad as | was to

be back in uniform

Admiral Kimel wore the face any CO puts on

when the situation is grave. So did the highest-ranking
of ficer the Marine Corps had in Hawaii, Col onel Dan
Hooker. When these nen were officiating together

the situation was plenty serious.

"We are investigating the possibility of sabotage,"”
said the admral. "Fortunately, quick thinking on the
part of nen and wormen who weren't asleep at the

switch kept our losses |ow and neutralized the zonbie
threat. The navy is grateful for the help we received
from mari ne personnel."

The two of ficers shook hands. The way these nen
regarded each other, they put nore into that hand-
shake than plenty of salutes |I've seen in ny day. It was
ni ce having officers who paid attention to details. The



sane could be said of the man Adnmiral Ki nmel

i ntroduced next.

Prof essor Warren Wlliams was in charge of all the
scientific work being done in Hawaii. It was difficult
to pinpoint his area of greatest expertise. He had
degrees in physics, astronony, biology, conputer
science, and folklore. H's notto was taken fromthe
science fiction witer, Robert A Heinlein: "Speciali-
zation is for insects."”

He had a sense of hunor, too, which he now
denonstrated. "In his copious spare tinme, the adnir-
al explains mlitary termnology to me. | thought
'"mssion creep' is what we had yesterday when those
creeps got loose in Ackerman's |lab." He earned only a
few nervous chuckl es for that quip. The nmenory of

the dead was still too fresh

He changed the subject: "In normal times ny

position would be held only by someone with a

certain degree of nmilitary training. A year ago | would
have described nyself as a nmilitant civilian.” This
won hima few nore chuckles. "Not since World War

Il have so nmany ill-prepared eggheads been thrown
into the military onelet. But when there's no choice,
there's no choice. | may have taken ny first step
toward this job when | first |earned about the top
secret of the Martian noons. | was suspicious of the
Gates the nonent | realized that anything m ght

cone through them"

He | ooked a little |like Robert Oppenheiner. | could

i magi ne hi mworki ng on the A-bonb. "The admiral

and | agree on how you can tell when you are in
perilous times. That's when people go out of their way
to listen to the advice of engineers."” Only one person
| aughed at this. M.

He covered other material about the operations of

t he base, but his eyes kept coming to me. | didn't
thi nk he was going to ask for a date. Fly and | had
proved ourselves too often, too well. | figured we were

first choice for the director's punch line; and we'd
better not have a glass jaw.

He proved ne right when the general briefing was

over and he asked to see the Big Four, as we sone-
times jokingly called ourselves. I'msure there were
adults at the base who resented a kid like Jill being
entrusted with material that was off-limts to them
But if so, they kept it to themnsel ves.

Jill"s growing up fast. There's nothing wong wth
that. I know it bugs Fly when nmen old enough to be
her father start giving her the eye. She's tall for her
age. She has one of those pouty mouths that drive

men nuts. | don't worry about who kisses that nouth

so long as the brain directly over it is in charge. In
bet ween spilling denon guts all over the great Ameri-
can West, | took Jill aside and gave her the crash

course in birds, bees, and babi es.

O course, she doesn't have to worry about any
sexual ly transmtted di seases. Medical science

mar ches on. But who woul d have thought that no
sooner does the human race elimnate AlIDS than

al ong come nonsters from space? In the words of the



| ate-twentieth-century comc, Glda Radner, "It's al-
ways somet hi ng. "

Anyway, Fly acts nore and nore like a worried

father where Jill is concerned. This can be a good
thing. It gave himthat extra bit of fire when he saved
her in Ackerman's lab. But | don't know how to tel
himto let go when | can't solve my own persona

probl ems—Al bert as a prospective husband.

Albert is a sensitive man, a shy man. | don't want to
hurt him I'd rather eat one of ny own mni-rockets
than make himsuffer. But |'ve spent ny |life being

true to nyself. Now | don't knowif it's concern for

Al bert that makes me hesitate to accept his marriage
proposal ... or if |I fear conmitnment to a man | |ove
nore than | do a roonful of lost souls, the dunb

nane the science boys have given the flying skulls. If |
survive our final missions, and Earth is secure once
nmore, will | be willing to give this man children?
don't even want to think about it. Yet | know that that
expectation is inmplicit in his proposal. To Al bert,
marriage without trying to have children only counts

as serious dating. Maybe I'mafraid of asking Fly to be
godf at her to ny Kkids.

As the director led us into his inner sanctum | felt
once again that the four of us had already forned a
strange famly unit of our own. Maybe we were the

nodel of the smallest functional social unit of the
future—but make sure the kid has a good ai n

As | gazed at the gigantic radio-controlled tele-

scope, the long tube rem nded ne of a cannon, a

perfect synbol for conbining the scientific and the
mlitary. Wllians stood in front of it, feet braced,
hands behind his back. He seened nore nilitary at

that noment than the admiral and the col onel, who

stood over to the side, as if deferring to the scientist.
Before the director even opened his nmouth | had

the sinking feeling that all our personal problenms were
about to be put on the back burner. Again.
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"Corporal Taggart," the director addressed

me. "How did you like your tine in space?"

' m al ways honest when no life is at stake. "I always
wanted to go, sir. If you know nmy record, you're
aware | didn't get up there in the way | intended."

"If ever a court-martial was a m scarriage of jus-
tice, yours woul d' ve been," vol unteered Col one

Hooker, looking directly at nme. "One good thing

about wartinme is that it makes it easy to cut through
the red tape. | enjoyed pencil -whipping that problem
for you, marine!"

"Thank you, sir."

The director returned us to the subject. "I bring up
the matter of fighting in space for a reason. W intend
to take the battle back to the Freds. W know that you
and PFC Sanders"-he nodded in Arlene's

di recti on—have a uni que capacity in this regard."

| knew that vacation time was over. | al so wondered
who the hell the Freds were.

Willians let us have it right between the ears.

"Over a year ago, before | joined the team this



installation received a coherent signal from space. No
other radio telescope picked it up. At first the nen
who received it thought it was nmechanical failure or
someone playing a joke on them It could have cone
froma small radio a couple of klicks away, but it
didn't."

He took a noment to check the notes on his

clipboard. W all listened in rapt attention. | was
ready to | earn somet hi ng new about the eneny,
anything to speed up their final defeat.

"They anal yzed the signal," he continued, "and
established that it was a narrow beam m crowave
transm ssion. There were variations and holes in the
nmessage. We did a sophisticated computer analysis
usi ng the Dornburg system the best satellite-and-

ast ronony program ever devel oped. W were receiv-

ing a conplex billiard-shot nmessage that had been
successi vely bounced of f seven bodies in our solar
systemon its way to Earth. \Wen we connected the
various hol es and occlusions, the result was an arrow
| eadi ng straight out of the solar system a line that
could not have been faked. The nessage had to have
originated outside the orbit of Pluto-Charon."

The director smled. "Sorry if that was a bit techni-
cal, but it rem nds ne of what Robert Anton WI son
said: that if we find planets beyond Pl uto, they should
be naned M ckey and Goofy. Charon is so small it's
really only a nmoon of Pluto."

The admiral cleared his throat and stepped into the
act: "There was an unexpected snag in the, er, han-
dling of the data. The previous director decided not to
tell the governnment about the nmessage. The nenbers

of his teamwere divided in their synpathies as well."
Wl lians picked up the thread. "They were afraid

the mlitary-industrial conmplex would turn the whole
thing into a big national security problem™

Arl ene was standing right next to me and whi spered

in my ear: "That sounds al nost as bad as the Holly-
wood industrial conplex."”

"Hush," 1 hushed her.

The director continued. "The scientists spent

nmont hs decodi ng the signal, but they made sl ow
progress. Then they ran into a little interruption: the
i nvasi on cane."

"Dun!" said Jill in nmy other ear, so | hushed her

t 0o.

WIllians didn't hear their sarcastic renmarks, and

the brass seenmed to have been struck with tenporary
deaf ness, which was fine with me. | hoped there

woul d be QRA. | wanted to ask about the Freds.
WIllians wasn't deaf, though. He rem nded ne of

t he nuns when they caught us whispering during a

| esson. He frowned in our direction and became very
serious. "In the wake of the invasion, ny predecessor
conmitted suicide. He blamed hinself for not having
passed the information on to Washington. In his
defense, we m ght renenber how certain agencies of

t he government turned traitor and coll aborated with
the Freds. |Inmagine selling out your own species to

t hi ngs you' ve never seen, about which you know | ess



t han not hing."

So that was it. The Freds were what they called the
alien overlords behind our denonic playmates. |
wonder ed how that nanme got started.

"I will never forget the traitors,"” Al bert spoke from
dept hs of a personal suffering | hope never to experi-
ence. The director didn't mind this interruption. He
sm |l ed and thanked Al bert for his contribution

That was all the invitation Arlene needed to get

into the act. "Did we ever break the code?" she asked
"That happened after Director WIliams took

over," the admral vol unteered.

"Many menbers of the original teamare still here,”
the director quickly added. "They weren't held re-
sponsi bl e for ny predecessor's decision."

"W no | onger enjoy the luxury of wasting our best
brains," Kinrel added.

"W broke the code," said the director, returning to
essentials. "The message was not what we expect ed.

The alien nmessage was a warni ng. "

"A warni ng?" Arlene echoed him "You nean a

threat, an ultinmatunP"

"No," WIlians continued softly. "The aliens who

sent the nessage were attenpting to warn us about

t he i nmpendi ng i nvasi on. You understand, don't you?
There are friendly aliens out there, enemies of the
Freds who warned us about these nonsters who've

i nvaded Earth. There's nore.”

| could tell that he was enjoying this, but | couldn't
criticize himfor his scientific joy. Part of his pleasure
cane fromthe discovery of an attenpt to help the
human race in its hour of need. But if he didn't get to
the point real soon, | was prepared to change ny

eval uation of his character . . . sooner

He continued: "These friendly aliens seemto be
saying they are the ones who built the Gates on
Phobos; but we're not certain of that. We are certain
that they are inviting us to use these Gates to tel eport
to their base. W have the access codes. W even have
t he phone nunber. | nean to say they've sent us the
tel eportati on coordi nates. So the next step is obvious.
W think it would be a good idea if certain experi-
enced space narines delivered a return nessage—n
person. "

At first | was afraid they'd | eave ne behind. I'ma
mari ne, but |'ve never been off-planet before. O
course, that shouldn't keep themfromusing nme. No
one else in the solar system has the experience of Fly
and Arlene. They need two nore people on the

mssion. | nmight as well be one of them

Arl ene and | have agreed not to mention ny

marriage proposal to the brass. W don't intend to

keep it a secret fromFly or Jill, though. There'd really
be no point to that. But | feel there was little point to
nmy proposal in the first place. |I'm honored that she is
wearing ny ring with her dog tags. | just hope it

doesn't end up hanging fromher toe along with the

tag that goes there when a marine dies . . . and there's

enough of a body left for identification
| never dreamed I'd go into space. Now they're



tal ki ng about our |eaving the solar system | don't
know what to think. The brass, in their usual sensitive
way, told me there's nothing to hold me on Earth
except the law of gravity.

Right after Director WIlians dropped his bonb-

shell about the friendly aliens—and I'll believe it
when | see them+the brass told Jill and nme they had
somet hing i nportant and personal to discuss with us.
Fly and Arlene were still reeling fromthe bonbshell,
and the colonel wanted to see themprivately.

So the director turned us over to a woman aptly

named Griffin, who took us to a little roomwhere she
proceeded to give us a pop quiz. "Do you understand
sei snogr aphi ¢ readi ngs?" she asked.

"They show earthquakes,” Jill piped up. "Do you
under st and deci mal points?" she threw back at the
woman i n her nobst sarcastic voice.

The woman naned Giffin had a stone face worthy

of a Gorgon. She turned on a conmputer screen and
started bringing up charts and nunbers. "I won't bore
you with the nunbers," she said wearily. "Seisno-
graphic labs in Nevada and New Mexico detected five
jolts that could only have been the result of a nuclear
bonbardnment. The probable ground zero is Salt Lake

Gty."

Jill and | | ooked at each other and saw our enptions
reflected in each other's faces. Jill tried so hard not to
cry that | couldn't stand it. | cried first, for both of us.

| thought about all those old conrades—erry,

Nate, even the president of the Council of Twel ve.
They couldn't all be gone! | renenbered two sisters
who seened to have been touched by the hand of

God: Brinke and Linnea. | had helped themw th their
study of the Book of Mdirnon. They coul dn't be gone,
coul d they?

| hadn't admitted it to nyself but until now an
ultimate vindication of ny faith was ny certainty

that Salt Lake City had been spared. That seened to

be incontrovertible evidence of the hand of Cod at
work. We were, after all, the Church of the Latter-Day
Sai nts. The whol e point was our belief that the tine of
CGod's direct intervention was not over. Hi s hand

must still touch the world, else how could we be
preserved after such a hol ocaust ?
The Book of Mdrnon was still only a book, |ike the

Bi bl e or the Koran or the Talnmud. Surviving in a
worl d of real denons provided a sense of the super-
natural that could barely be approached by every
word of the First and Second Books of Nephi, Jacob
Enos, Jarom Omi, the Wrds of Mrnon, Book of

Mosi ah, Al ma, Hel aman, Third and Fourth Nephi

Book of Mornon, Esther, and Mroni. The scientific
expl anations carried only so nuch weight with ne.
That we could witness today's events made every holy
text in the history of the human race seem nore

rel evant to nodern man.

If the Tabernacle had just been nuked, however,
needed to seriously rethink the prophecies.

Arlene looked fit and trimand beautifully deadly as
we went to Col onel Hooker's office. This was no tine



for ladies first. | outranked her. | enjoyed outranking
a wonman who was fit and trim and beautifully deadly.
The door was al ready open, and the col onel was
sitting behind his desk when | reached his threshol d.
It had been a long time since |I'd pounded the pines.
stood in the doorway, raised nmy hand, and rapped on
the doorframe three times, good and hard.

Col onel Hooker | ooked up with a grim expression

God only knew how many of us were left in the world.
The best thing about being a marine is the pride,

whi ch gets back to the question of how a rabid

i ndi vi dual i st chooses to serve. \Wen you're a narine,
you choose; and nen you respect must choose you

and respect is a two-way street paved with honor. Pity
t he poor nonsters who got in our way.

"As you were," decl ared Hooker

"Thank you, sir!" Arlene and | responded in

uni son.

W went into his office, and he offered us each one
of his Afuente Gran Reserva cigars. They were big
suckers. Too bad neither Arlene nor | snoked. He lit
up and ordered us to becone confortable.

"I want to be certain you both understand the ful
implications," he said. "This is a four-man m ssion
The director has already pointed out your unique
qualifications. W mght as well be frank about it.
This is not a mssion fromwhich anyone is expected
to return.”

| glanced over at Arlene without being too obvious
about it. Her face was an inpassive mask. She | ooks
that way only when she is exerting superhunman
control. It didn't take a telepath to read her thoughts:
Al bert, Al bert, Albert.

The col onel nust have had a tel epathic streak

hi msel f. The next word out of his nouth was "Al -
bert." Arlene's nask cracked to the extent that her
eyes grew very wide. "Albert is my third choice for
this mission," Hooker went on. "I've chosen him
because of his record before the invasion and al so
because he's a veteran of fighting these damed
nmonsters. Frankly, | don't think there are three other
human bei ngs alive who have had experiences to

mat ch yours."

"Probably not, sir," | agreed.

"I'f I were superstitious," he went on, "1'd say you

| ead charmed lives. W've conme up with a mssion to
test that hypothesis. It will take a bit of doing, but you
will have a ship and a navy crewto fly it."

"You said the marine operation is a four-man

m ssion," Arlene rem nded our CO | |oved the fact
that she didn't say "four-person"—she never worries
about that kind of junk

"You'll be joined by another narine, a conbat
veteran," Hooker told us. | was glad to hear that.
"Only marines go on this one. But we couldn't find
anyone el se with your particul ar background. Before
you get acquainted with the new man, | have a present
for you."

He reached into a desk drawer and took out two

white envel opes with our nanes on them M turn to



be telepathic. The little voice in the back of nmy head
hadn't worried about this kind of stuff for a long tine.
W' d been kind of busy staying alive and saving the
uni ver se

But as | opened that envel ope and saw the three
chevrons of a sergeant, | felt a kind of quiet pride I'd
al nost forgotten. Those thin yellow stripes carried
nore neaning than | could have crammed into a
dictionary. Arlene held her pronotion out for nme to
see, trophies of war. A PFC no nore, she had a stripe
now. she was a |l ance corporal. Both the pronotions
carried the crossed swords design of the space na-
rines.

Man, | felt great.
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| didn't feel so great when | net the fourth

menber of our team He was an officer! After all the
bi g buil dup about our unique status as space mari nes,
they go and saddle us with a freakin' officer whose
experience couldn't conpare to ours, by their own

admi ssion. After mentally reviewi ng every joke I'd

ever heard about mlitary intelligence, | cooled off.
Sone wi se old conmbat vet once said not all officers are
pukeheads. Funny, | can't remenber the w se old

vet's nane
Captai n Esteban Hi dalgo did bring some assets to

the mission. He was a good marine, with high honors
fromthe New Mexi co war. That was on the good side.

Pl enty of combat experience, but nmainly against
humans.

On the debit side, there was everything else. In five
m nutes | had himdown in nmy book as a real

martinet butthead. Admttedly, five mnutes does not
pass nuster as a scientific sanpling, but Hidal go
didn't help matters by the way he started off.

"One thing you both need to know about ne up

front," he barked out. "I don't fraternize. | insist
upon mlitary discipline and groom ng. | demand that
uni forms be kept polished and in good repair."

| couldn't believe what | was hearing. It was as if the
past year had just evaporated. Never mnd that the
human race was facing the possibility of extinction
W had rules to follow Throughout history there have
been exanples of this crap. If an outnunbered arny
starts to have success, it is essential that the high
conmand assigns a by-the-book officer to rem nd the
bl ooded conbat veterans that victory is only a secon-
dary goal. Respect for the conmand structure is
what's sacred.

| could feel Hooker's eyes on ne, watching every
muscl e qui ver. Maybe the whole thing was a test.
Fighting hell-princes was a walk in the park, obvi-
ously. Defeating the ultimte eneny could go to a
fellow s head and make himforget the inportant
things in life, like keeping his shoes spit-polished.
could just imagine us in the kind of nonstop jeopardy
Arlene and | had barely lived through on Phobos and
Dei nbs whil e Captain Hidal go worried about the
buttons on our uniforns.

"I"ve studied your conbat records,’

he said. "Ex-



enplary. Both of you. A word for you, Sergeant
Taggart. On Phobos and Dei nbs, you al nost nade up

for your insubordination in Kefiristan."

Why was Hooker doing this? | wanted to rip off

H dal go's neat Errol Flynn nustache and shove it

down his throat. But | took a page from Arl ene's book
and arranged nmy face into an inpassive mask equal to
anything in a nmuseum Hooker scrutinized ne

t hroughout this ordeal. So did Arlene.

Finally hell in Hawaii ended, and we were dis-
m ssed. W had a lot to do before the final briefing.
W had to go rustle up Albert and Jill. Turned out she

could be part of the first phase of our new mission, if
she wanted to be. She was a civilian and a kid, though
SO no one was going to order her. And | was certain we
woul d all want to say our good-byes to Ken. Milligan

t 0o.

| insisted that Arlene and | take the | ong way

around to finding our buds. It may only be residua
paranoi a from my school days, but | felt better about
di scussing the teacher outdoors. They don't bug the
pal mtrees this side of James Bond novi es.

"So how do you feel about our pronotions?" Ar-

| ene asked.

"Every silver lining has a cloud,"” | replied.

"I could feel how tense you were in there about our
new boss."

"You weren't exactly nellow about Al bert."

"M xed feelings, Fly. |I'mweighing never seeing

hi m agai n agai nst his joining us on another suicide

m ssi on. "

"If Hi dal go has anything to say about it—=

"Let's talk, Fly. I know you as well as | know

nmysel f, and | think you' re overreacting. Just because
the man is a stickler for the rules doesn't nake him
anot her Lieutenant Wens. Renenber, Wens broke

the rul es when he ordered his nmen to open fire on the
nonks. "

She had a point there. Arlene had been on ny side
fromthe start of the endl essly postponed court-
martial of Corporal Flynn Taggart.

My turn: "There's nothing we can do if this officer

is a butthead.” I'd never liked officers, but I foll owed
orders. It annoyed me a little that Arlene got along so
well with officers.

"Il tell you exactly what we're going to do," she
said, and | could tell she'd given the problem consid-
erabl e thought. "You are too concerned over the
details, Fly. | don't care if Hi dalgo wants ny uniform
crisp so long as it's possible to accommpdate such a
request w thout endangering the mssion. Al | care
about is that the captain knows what he's doing."
"Fair enough, but I'lIl need a Iot of convincing."

Arl ene chuckl ed softly. "You know, Fly, there are

some people who would think we're bad mari nes.

Sone people only approve of the regulation types."

"W saw how wel | those types did on Phobos."
"Exactly."

"Now we' re goi ng back. So stop hol ding out on ne.

You were gonna say sonething about Captain Hi-



dal go."

She frowned. "Sinple. Wiile he's deciding if we
measure up to his standards, we'll be deciding if he
measures up to ours. This is the npbst serious war in
the history of the human race. The survival of the
species is at stake. My first oath of allegiance is to
hono sapi ens. That cones before loyalty to the corps.
W can't afford to make any m stakes. W won't."

| got her general drift, but | couldn't believe what |
was hearing. "Wat if H dalgo doesn't neasure up to
our standards?"

W' d been wal king slowy around the perineter of

t he buil ding. She stopped and eyeballed me. "First we
nmust reach the CGates on Phobos. W weren't the
greatest space pilots when we brought that shoebox
fromDeinos to Earth. You may be the finest jet pilot
breat hi ng, but we can learn a few things about being
space cadets. W're just extra baggage until we're back
on our own turf. That's when we'll really becone
acquai nted with Captain Hi dal go."

"God, who woul d've thought there'd cone a day

when we' d think of that hell noon as our turf!"

She gave nme her patented rai sed-eyebrow | ook.

"Fly, we're the only veterans of the Phobos- Dei nos
War. And the only experts.”

She was keeping sonething fromne. | wasn't going

to let this conversation ternminate until she fessed up
"Agreed. So what do we do about Hidalgo if he

doesn't neasure up?"

"Sinple," she said. "W'I| space his ass right out

the airlock."

"You don't have to go to Phobos, Jill."

| appreciated Ken telling me that. "I want to go.
Arlene and Fly woul dn't know what to do w t hout

nme. Besides, they couldn't have saved ne w thout

you. "

"That's true," said Fly.

Ken was sitting up in bed. He'd wanted to see us off
from his wheel chair, but he'd been working hard and
had tired hinself. His face was a healthy coffee col or
agai n. When he was first unw apped, his skin had

been pal e and sickly. They unw apped himin stages

so for a while he had stripes |like a zebra as his col or
returned. Now he | ooked |ike hinself again, except for
t he knobs and wire things that they hadn't taken out
of his head yet.

"I"'mgrateful to all of you," he said. "Especially
you, Jill," he added, taking nmy hand. "But you're so
young. You've been in so nuch danger already. Wy

not stay here where it's safe?"

"Saf e?" echoed Al bert.

"I should say safer," said Ken

Arl ene brought up a subject that Albert and | had

avoi ded: "Before we left Salt Lake City, there were
peopl e who thought it would be better for Jill to stay
there."”

Ken coughed. He sounded really bad. | brought him

a glass of water. "I feel so helpless,” he said. "You
only need Jill's conputer assistance on the first |eg of
the mssion. If only there were sonme way | could help



by I ong-di stance."
"You' ve put your finger on the problem" Fly told
him "W can't anticipate everything we're going to

need. Too bad Jill is the best troubl eshooter for this
job."
"Just like before,” | reninded everyone. "You

shoul d take ne to space with you, too."

"That's not part of the deal," said Arlene, sounding
i ke a nother.

"W should be grateful for this tine together,"

Al bert pointed out. He was right. The only people
with Ken were Fly, Arlene, Al bert, and nme. The

m ssion would start tonorrow norning.

"I'f only they had | aunch capability in the islands
here," Ken conpl ai ned. "They shoul d have been

better prepared.”

"We're fortunate they have as much as they do,"
argued Arlene. "There's everything here except the

ki tchen sink."

"The kitchen sink is what we need, and it's at Point
Mugu, " said Fly. "Thanks to Ken, we have a | aunch

wi ndow. "

"I never thought |I'd do wi ndows," Ken rasped

between fits of coughing. "I always say that when you
take off for a body in space it's a good idea for your
destination to be there when you arrive! It's also nice
to have a crewto fly the ship. The primary plan to
return Fly and Arlene to Phobos has all the el egance
of a Rube Gol dberg contraption."

"I don't even feel honesick," said Arlene. Every-

one | aughed.

Ken had paid us back big tine for saving himfrom
the spider-mnd. He was smarter than | was about lots
of things. | also realized he cared about ne; but |
don't think he realized how much | wanted to go with
t he ot hers.

"There's a fallback plan?" Al bert asked.

Ken smled. "The | ess said about that the better, at

| east by nme. Before you depart, | want to talk to Jil
some nore. | have sone suggestions for her return
trip."

"I want to go to Phobos," | said.

Every tine | said that, Arlene repeated the sane

word: "No."

Fl'y sounded like a father when he said, "Believe

me, if there were any other way, |'d never dream of
taking Jill back into danger . . . well, greater danger
anyhow. We do need her for this.”

"We're all needed," said Ken in a sad voice. "W'|

all be needed for the rest of our lives, however short
they may be." He | ooked at nme again. "But | agree

wi th you about one thing."

"What ?"

"It's inportant to fight to the end. Sonetines |
forget that."

"After what you've been through—= Arlene began

but he wouldn't let her finish

"No excuses," he said. "l've been too ready to give
up. But then | think about the terrible things these
nonsters have done to us, and it makes nme angry. W



will fight. So long as there are Jills, the hunman race
has a chance."

| saw a tear in his eye. | was going to say sonething,
but | suddenly couldn't remenber what. |nstead

went over to Ken and hugged him He held ne and

ki ssed me on the forehead.

"You know, as long as we're all together again,
there's a question |'ve been neaning to ask," Fly
threw out.

"Shoot," said Al bert.

"Bad choi ce of words around narines," said Ken
"Civilians," said Arlene. She made it sound like a
bad wor d.

Fl'y asked his question: "I keep meaning to ask one
of the old hands around here: why are the naster-

m nds behind the nonsters called Freds?"

"I know, | know," | piped up. "I heard that

sergeant gun guy tal king about it."

"Master gun, hon," Arlene corrected. Wen she

didn't sound like a nom she sure cane off like a

t eacher.

| finished up: "Anyway, that man said a marine
naned Arnogida started calling them Freds after he
took a date to a horror novie."

"l wonder what novie it was,"” wondered Arlene.
"Well, maybe we should start calling our heroic
young people Jills," Ken brought the subject back to
me. "l can't change anyone's mind, so let nme say |
hope your m ssion goes well."

As | said, | appreciated Ken worryi ng about ne. He
just didn't understand how inportant it was to ne
that | go along. Fly promised |'d get to ride a

sur f board.
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The last thing | needed was a brand-new

nmonster, fresh off the assenbly line. For this, Fly,
Al bert, Jill, Captain Hi dalgo, and I had travel ed al
the way to the mainland? For this, we'd taken a
voyage in a cranped submarine neant for half the
nunber of personnel aboard? (OF course, the sub
seened |i ke spaci ous acconmodati ons after the shut-
tle we'd built on Deinmps.) | nean, | was all set to
encounter new cosm c horrors when we returned to
the great black yonder. Arlene, astrogator and

nonst er-slayer—+' m avail able for the job at reason-
abl e rates! But none of us were prepared for what
awaited us in the shallows off good old California.
The military airfield at Point Migu is about five
mles south of Oxnard. When we passed the Channe

I sl ands, Captain Ellison told us we'd be offshore—as
close to land as the sub dared—n about thirty

m nutes. O course he used naval tine. After spending

years in uniform |I'msurprised | prefer thinking in
civilian terns for tinme, distances, and holi days.

The trip had been uneventful, except for Jill has-

sling ne about what a great asset she would be to the
mssion if we took her to Phobos. | finally got tired of
her and suggested she bug Captain Hidal go. After all,

he was in charge. Too much of Jill and | thought our

mari ne officer mght be willing to space hinself.



H dal go handled Jill very well. He sinply told her
that her part of the mission would be finished at the
base. He al so reni nded her that Ken had gone to a | ot
of trouble to work out a plan for her return trip, and
she didn't want to I et himdown, did she? Then he
wouldn't listen to her anynore. In some respects

H dal go was nore qualified to be a father than Fly
was. But that didn't prove that he had what it took to
save the universe from gal acti c nmeani es. That was sort
of a specialized field.

I"d never been aboard a submarine before. | dis-

liked the odor. In working hard to elimninate the

nmen' s-1 ocker-room aroma, they had come up with

somet hing a | ot worse, sonething indescribabl e—at

| east by ne.

The captain of the sub was a good officer. Ellison
was plenty tough and well qualified for the job. He
was al nost apol ogeti c when he expl ai ned how we

were expected to go ashore.

"You're kidding," said Al bert.

"Surfboards," repeated Captain Ellison. "W have

four long boards for the adults and a boogi e board for

the . . ." He saw Jill glaring at himand choked off the
word he was about to say. "The smaller board is for
Jill. It was especially designed for her body size."
"Neat," said Jill, nollified. "It's just like Fly prom

i sed.”

"Why are we going in by surfboard?" | heard nyself
ask.

Fl'y shrugged. He'd found out about it before Jill or
| had. That didn't nean he approved.

H dal go had a ready answer. "So the eneny won't

find a raft or other evidence of a comrando raid."

| should have kept ny nouth shut. | was the one
telling Fly to hold off on passing judgnent. But I
didn't seemable to keep certain words from comni ng
out: "You think these denons can nmake fine distinc-
tions like that, the same as a hunan eneny in a
human war ?"

Captain Hi dal go believed in dealing with insubor-
dination right away. "First, this is a decision from
above, Lance Corporal. W will follow orders. Sec-
ond, there are human traitors, in case you don't
renmenber. They m ght be able to nake these distinc-
tions. Third, we will not take any unnecessary
chances. Fourth, | refer you to ny first point. Got it?"
"Yes, sir." | said it with sincerity. He did have a
poi nt, or two.

When Jill got ne al one—not an easy thing to do on

a sub—she said, "Hooray. W get to surf!"”

"Have you ever ridden a board?" | asked.

"Well, no," she adnmitted, "but |'ve been to the
beach plenty of times and seen howit's done."

Oh, great, | thought.

"Have you?" she asked.

"As a matter of fact, | have. W've just left the idea
place to learn. Hawaii. They have real waves there.
You can get a |arge enough wave to shoot the curl.”
" Huh?"

This was | ooking |l ess and | ess pronmising. | ex-



pl ai ned: "The really | arge waves create a sem -tunne
that you can sort of skimthrough. You ve seen it in
novi es. "

"Ch, sure. But we won't have waves that |arge off

LA, will we?"

She was a snmart kid. "No, we shouldn't. W'Il be
dropped near a beach north of L.A This tine of the
year, with no stornms, the waves should be gentle."

Jill wasn't through with ne. "How hard can it be to
hang on to our boards and just let the waves take us
in?"

She had nme there. It wasn't as if we needed to show
perfect formand win prizes. W sinply had to make it
to the beach. The equi pnent and provi sions were in

wat ertight conpartments. They'd float better than we
woul d. Each of us would be responsible for specific
items, and they'd be attached to us. Al in all, getting
to shore should be a relatively sinple matter

Only trouble was that none of us had counted on

t he appearance of a brand-new nonster.

Actual ly, there had been intimations of this new
critter on the last day Fly and | had spent on the beach
at Gahu. Wen the admiral noticed the |one cloud
drifting in, there was no reason to doubt that we were
| ooking at a cloud. Later, when Fly and | noticed the
bl ack triangle cutting through the water, we naturally
assuned it was a shark. We didn't pay any attention to
the sky. If we had, we would have noticed that the

cl oud had di sappeared. W m ght have wondered

about that.

Wien the sub surfaced as close to shore as Ellison

was willing to go, the Big Four gathered for our | ast
adventure. It was a strange feeling that Jill was not
going all the way. Hi dalgo would replace her when we
reached the spacecraft.

| didn't want Jill to acconpany us on a journey that

m ght be a suicide nmission. On the other hand, |

didn't like the idea of |eaving her behind in California
doom Hidal go had assured Big Daddy Fly and ne

that the plan for Jill's return to Hawaii was fool proof.
Ken woul d never have said that, though the plan was
his. Guarantees |like that are offered by fools.

The plan, however, hadn't taken into account the
fluffy white cloud descending toward the water as we
paddl ed around on our fiberglass boards. W were
outfitted in our wet suits, floundering around in the
cal marea, waiting for some wave action. Fly was first
to notice the cloud com ng right down to the surface
and then sort of seeping into the water. Not vani sh-

i ng. Not evaporating. "Seeping" was the only way to
describe the cloud as its color changed to a vague
green and it sort of flowed into the water.

"What the hell was that?" asked Fly.

"It's right in front of us," observed Hi dal go.

"That's unnatural ," shouted the sub's captain from
the conning tower. He was too decent a man to

subnmerge again until he knew we were all right.

"Maybe it's weird weather," suggested Jill quite
reasonabl y.

I could believe that. So nmuch radiation and crap



had been bonbardi ng Mdther Earth that she m ght
have sone surprises of her own. But after fighting the

alien denizens of hell, | was suspicious of anything
unusual . Wien | saw a shark fin appear right where
the cloud had joined with the ocean, | becane a | ot

nor e suspi ci ous.

By then Hidal go and Al bert had caught the first

wave. They were on their bellies, on their boards,
paddling with their hands. 1'd told everyone to go al
the way in to shore wi thout standing up. The boards
woul d keep even a natural |andl ubber afl oat.

The rest of us caught the next gentle swell that

woul d take us toward the beach. That was when | saw
three fins circling the spot where the cloud had gone
into the water.

Naturally, | thought they were sharks. That was
adequate cause to worry. The fin of a surfboard and
its white underbelly |looks like a fish. The paddling
hands and kicking feet attract attention, too. It wasn't
as if our teamwas made up of people who could surf
their way out of danger; and the waves weren't provid-
ing anything to wite about.

"Shark!" | shouted. The others started repeating

the call. W would have continued thinking the fins
bel onged to separate creatures if they didn't start
rising out of the water. What appeared to be |ong

bl ack ropes withed up out of the sea. Hidalgo and

Al bert paddl ed furiously to change direction, but the
current continued drawi ng themtoward the thing.

As the huge creature continued to rise, | expected to
make out nore details. But it seemed to bring a fog
with it. The mantle surrounding the thing was the

sane white as the cloud.

Wthin the mist, | could see fragnents of recogniz-
abl e objects. A slight breeze was blowi ng in toward
the shore, but the fog didn't dissipate. The stuff hung
on like sticky cotton; but gaps did open up where
coul d see nore.

A claw. An eye. A large glistening red opening in a

| arger dark surface that seenmed to open and cl ose.
Coul d this be a nouth? None of us needed to know

that answer all that badly. The entity constantly
shifted. | got a headache fromtrying to focus on it.
One nmonent the bl ack surface seened to have a

nmetal li c sheen. The next monent the surface rippled

as only a living thing could do. Al through ny
attenpt to see what we were fighting, the mst re-

mai ned a problem changing in density but never

goi ng away.

Most of our weapons were secured in the water-

proof packages, but Fly had put a gun in a plastic bag
and zipped it inside his suit. He got it out with

adm rabl e speed and started firing at the whatsit.
He' d picked out a nice little custom zed Ruger pistol
for this part of the mission. He could be like a kid in
the candy store when let |oose in a decent arnory;

and Hawaii currently had a lot nore in its arsena

than ornate war cl ubs,

He felt better after he'd fired off a fewrounds. | felt
better, too. Near as | could tell, the horrible inexplica-



ble thing fromthe sky felt absolutely nothing. Fly
denonstrated his skill, again, for what it was worth.
Al t hough he was behind Al bert and Hi dal go, his
bul | ets cane nowhere near hitting them Every shot
went right into the center of the roiling mass—and
probably out the other side if the nonster had the
power to discorporate, which | was ready to believe.
Fly got off all his shots while lying on his belly and
hanging on to his board. He really is very good at
what he does.

Suddenl y sonmeone got off a shot that nade a

di fference. A sound of thunder from behind, a

whi stling-scream ng over our heads, and an expl osion
t hat knocked all of us off our boards.

Ellison had the |argest gun and he wasn't afraid to
use it. The shell struck the creature at dead center.
wasn't sure this nonster could be killed, but the
submarine captain's quick thinking made the new
nenace go away.

Jill literally whooped for joy. She waved back at the
submarine, but | doubt they saw her. | barely saw her
W were surrounded by mist fromthe expl osion. So
much water turned into steamthat | wondered if the
shel |l had set off sonething conbustible in the non-
ster. Maybe we were receiving residue fromthe sticky
cloud-fog stuff. One thing was certain: we wouldn't be
doi ng any scientific analysis out here.

H dal go perforned his duty: "Everyone sing out!

Let me hear you."

"Sanders!" | shouted back at him
"Taggart!"

"Gllatin!"

"I"'mhere," Jill finished the roster

"Nane!" Hi dal go insisted, and then took a no-

ment to cough up some water

"I''mJill. Sheesh."

"Last name!" Hidal go insisted.

"Lovel ace," she finally rel ented

Meanwhi | e, the sun was clinbing in the norning

sky. | was getting hot inside ny wet suit. The sub was
now far enough behind us that it counted as history.
Before us was the future, where the breaking surf
became white spray to cover the white droppings of
seagulls. 1'd never been so happy to see those scaveng-
er birds. Sone things on the hone planet were stil
nor mal .
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"What do you nean you hate zero-g?" Ar-

| ene asked wi th genui ne surprise.

"Just do," | said.

"You never told ne that."

"You never asked."

Arl ene was not an easy person to surprise. | wasn't
sure why the subject had never come up. | wasn't

del i berately holding out on her. Jill |aughed—the
littl e eavesdropper.

"You never cease to amaze ne, Fly Taggart," Ar-

| ene continued. "Here we've travel ed half the solar
system t oget her."

"Now, that's an exaggeration," | pointed out, un-



willing to let her get away with—

"Hyperbol e," she expl ai ned, showi ng that she'd

been an English najor once upon a tine.

"Yeah, right," | said. "W've only done the hop
fromEarth to Mars and back again.”

"Some hop," Al bert replied good-naturedly.

"Pl ease, Al bert." Arlene put her foot down. "This

is a private conversation."

"Private?" Jill echoed. "Inside here?"

"Here" was the cockpit of a DCX-2004. It had been
christened the Bova. Fromthe outside, it |ooked |like a
nose cone that soneone had stretched and then added
fins along the bottom But when you got closer and

saw it outlined against the night sky, you realized it
was a big nother of a ship. Even so, it was cranped

for four of us in a space designed only for the pil ot
and copilot. Hidalgo was outside the craft, taking the
first watch. He'd warn us if a certain large hell-prince
woke up. He would also let us know if anyone showed

up who could fly this baby.

Plan A had worked fine so far. W were all alive. W
were in the right place. So what if the others—people
we' d never seen—were |ate? So what that they were
supposed to be here ahead of us? Plan A still beat the
hel | out of plan B.

W figured it was only right to let Jill see the inside
of her first spaceship. She hadn't stopped hinting she
wanted to conme along. W weren't going to lie to her
about having cal cul ated the weight of our crewto the

| ast ounce. The ship's mass factor could accomo-

date Jill. There was even roomif we didn't mind

bei ng very crowded instead of only really crowded.

(El bow room was al ready out of the question.)

O course, all this would be academc if we didn't

get our navy crew. None of us could fly this tub

Whet her the crew showed up or not didn't change one
fact: Jill wasn't invited on the trip. It was as sinple as
t hat .

One advantage to showi ng her the interior of the

ship was that she could see for herself that there was
absol utely nowhere for a stowaway to hide. At tines
like this | was grateful the bad guys hadn't figured out
how to manufacture itty-bitty denons. The punpkins

were as small as they got. So if a guy was in close
quarters he didn't have to worry about Ti nker Bel

with mni-rockets. Life was good.

The Bova was a | ot bigger than the submarine. That
didn't nean we had any space to waste inside. Looked
tonme as if the primary function of the ship was to
transport tanks and fuel. Human bei ngs woul d be

allowed to tag along if they didn't get in the way.
Anyway, Al bert had a ready answer to Jill's chal -

| enge about the lack of privacy: "Wen the COis

away, " he told her, "the men can shoot the shit." |
never thought 1'd hear Al bert talk Iike that, but then I
realized what a decent thing he'd done.

This could be the last tine any of us saw Jill. Al bert
was treating her lIike one of the nen. She knew how
religious he was. For himto use that kind of |anguage
in front of her neant sonething special. Jill smled at



Al bert. He returned the snile. They'd connected.

"Look, Arlene," | said, attenpting to wap up our

poi ntl ess conversation. "Wen they advertise the
honeynoon suites in free fall, 1'mnot the target
audience. | wouldn't try to make love in one of those
for free. On Phobos, whenever | went outside the
artificial gravity area, | had a tougher time fromthat
than anything the inmps did to me. If the ones
encountered in zero-g had known about mnmy weakness,

it woul d have been another weapon on their side.

Hey, | don't like bleeding to death, either. That
doesn't stop nme fromfighting the bastards.™

"No, Fly, it doesn't," said Arlene, touching ny

arm | noticed Al bert noticing. He wasn't very obvi -
ous about it. | don't think it was any kind of jeal ousy
when Arl ene was physical with another person. Al-
bert's affection for her was so great that he coul dn't
hel p bei ng protective.

"I never nmentioned the weightless thing before,"

went on, nore bugged than |'d realized, "because

didn't want to give you cause for concern.”

She switched fromthe tone of voice she used for

ki ddi ng around to the steady, serious tone she used
with a conrade. "I never would have known if you

hadn't told me," she said. "You're a true warrior, Fly.
Your hang-ups are none of ny business unless you

deci de to nake them ny business."

W sat there in close quarters, sizing each other up
as we had so many tinmes before. She was quite a gal

Arl ene Sanders.

"What's it like?" Jill asked.

"What ?" | threw back, a little dense all of a sudden
"Being weightless,” Jill piped in. She thought we

were still on that subject. Can't blame her for not
realizing we'd nmoved on to grown-up stuff.

Arlene returned to teacher node. "Well, it's like at

t he armusenent parks when you ride a roller coaster

and you go over the top, and you feel the dip in the pit
of your stomach."

"Li ke on the parachute ride," Jill spoke from
obvi ous experience. "Or when you fall. That's why
it's called—what did Fly call it?"

"Free fall," | repeated.

"I don't mind that for a little bit,” Jill admtted.
"But how can you stand it for—=

"Weeks and weeks?" Arlene finished hel pfully.

Jill bit her bottomlip, something she did only when
she was thinking hard. Ri ght now you could see the

t hought right on her face: Do | really want to go into
space?

"You becone used to it," Arlene told her

"Yeah," said Jill, not really |ooking at us. Like nost
brilliant people, she thought out |oud some of the
time. She was staring at the bul khead, probably

i magi ni ng hersel f conquering the spaceways. "I can

get used to anything."

Then she | ooked at each of us in turn. First Arlene,
then Albert, then me. Finally the reality sank in. W
were going to separate, probably forever.

"You can't |eave me," she whispered, but all of us



heard her.

"W don't have any choice,” Al bert replied al npst
as softly.

"But you told nme people always have a choice," Jil
wai | ed at the man she'd known | onger than any ot her

adult. "You're always tal king about free will and
stuff.”

"I don't want to split up," said Albert. "I'm wor-
ried about you, but | know you can take care of
yoursel f."

"I don't want to take care of nyself," she al npst
screamed. The ship was soundproof, so she could
make all the noise she wanted to w t hout waking the
denons. But as | saw her face grow red in angui sh,
wi shed Arlene and | were still arguing about zero-g.
Anyt hi ng but this.

"You can't fool me," she said, addressing all of us.
If | ooks could have killed, we woul d ve been spl at-
tered over the acceleration couches |ike yesterday's
punpki ns.

Then she let us have it with both barrels: "You
don't |ove ne!"

It's not fair. After everything we've done together

they want to get rid of me. I'"'ma problemto them
They won't adnit it. They'll say they want to protect
me. |'Il bet everything in the world that's what they'l

say next. It's for my own good, and they don't want
me goi ng into danger again. Blah, blah, blah, blah
What can we run into in space that's any scarier

than the sea nonster that al nbst got us when we were
surfing in to shore? What coul d be nore dangerous
than when | was al nost crushed |ike a bug when |

hel ped save Ken fromthe spider-m nd and the steam
denon on the train? O when | was driving the truck
and the two missiles fromthe bony al nost got ne?
(Poor Dr. Ackerman called those things revenants.

Boy, he sure came up with sonme weird nanes. He said
all the creatures were |like nonsters fromthe id. |
wonder what he neant.)

It's not just about danger. Everywhere is dangerous
now. Who says I'll nmake it back to Hawaii alive? Even
i f everything goes according to plan, the return trip
will take weeks. | mght be safer going into space with
them But grown-ups don't want to have a kid around,
"specially not a teenager, so they lie, lie, lie.
They won't even admit how much they need ne.

After we reached shore, we didn't sinmply walk to the
rocket field. | helped a lot. Wen it |ooked as if we
m ght not get in, Arlene reninded everyone of Plan B
Ken was right. Plan B is a joke.

Plan B called for themto get on one of the alien
rockets as stowaways. | threwa fit when | heard about
that. They thought | was upset because they woul dn't
et me come along. And they think I'ma dunmb ki d!

poi nted out they could never stay hidden all the way
to Mars on sonmething as small as a rocket.

Phobos and Dei nbs are very small npons, but they

are a lot larger than an alien rocket. Fly and Arlene
hadn't even managed to stay hidden on the Martian
nmoons. They'd told us about their adventures so



many times | could recite the stories backwards. If
they couldn't avoid the denons on Dei nbs and the
former humans on Phobos, they wouldn't be able to
stay hidden on a spaceship all the way to Mars—and
Arlene has the nerve to tell me not to think about
stowi ng away on this ship? She nust think I'mreally
dense.

I wonder if they're mad because Captain Hidal go
agreed with ne that stowi ng away on an alien ship

was stupid. He prefers taking his chances on one of
our own ships to "clinbing into bed with the devil,"
even if we have to fly it ourselves. But then it was Fly's
turn to point out that without the navy guys, we can't
even try to take this ship up. He's done so many

i npossi bl e things already that | guess he knows what
a real inpossibility |ooks Iike.

Maybe |I'm better off without them If they don't

want nme, they don't have to bother with me any

| onger. Getting here wasn't easy. Cetting inside was
even harder. Who was it that jamred conputer

systens and el ectronic devices? The person | saw
reflected in a window sure | ooked a lot |ike ne! W
hardly ran into any nonsters until we entered the
base. (Maybe they were all on vacation.) The ones

i nside seened to be asleep. |I'd never seen them sl eep
before. |1 didn't know they slept at all. Poor Fly and
Arlene were all set to shoot 'emup, but they didn't
have any noving targets this tine.

Poor Fly.

Poor Arlene.

I won't pick on Al bert about this. He's not as nuch

a nonstop marine as they are. But | didn't think

Al bert woul d ever leave ne. Until now | was sure he'd
figure out some way for themto take me al ong. How
can he abandon ne? We've been together since Salt

Lake City. | guess none of us expected to be alive this
| ong.
Now | ' m supposed to go back to Hawaii. | always

wanted to see Maui

| wish they'd just tell me they don't like ne

anynore, or that they never liked ne. | never wanted

a famly. | didn't mnd being an orphan. But now I

feel what it's like to have a famly. W' ve had sone of
it. | don't want it to end.

I'"'mso angry | don't know what | want. They won't

see ne cry, though. | won't let themsee me cry.

I knew it would come to this. It would be ny job
because |I' mthe woman, the adult woman. Fly be-

cane so much like a real father to Jill that he coul dn't
put his foot down. All he could do was spoil his
darling little girl, the apple of his eye.

So | have the thrill of playing Mom Jill was born
difficult. It was conpletely against her nature to nake
this kind of situation easy.

"We are leaving you here," | told her, "because we

do love you. It's tine you have a reality check. You are
not a child. You are not a little girl anynore. You have
proved yourself to all of us. W know it. You know it.
This is no time to start acting like a little girl."
"Then why—



"Shut up!" | cut her off. This was no tine to be

di plomatic, either. "Don't say one word until 1've
finished. You were right about not trying to stow away
on an alien ship when we have other options. But we
woul dn't have let you join us in sneaking aboard an
eneny craft, and we won't let you come with us now
because we will be in conbat sooner or later."

She stared at me with the kind of fixed concentra-
tion that meant only one thing. She was trying to hold
back tears.

"You can do anything you want, Jill," | said, trying
my best to sound like a friend instead of Momy.
"You're a wonan. You can marry, have babies, take

up arns, join what's left of the real marines—the
ones on our side—and fight the traitors. Society has
been destroyed, Jill. You'll have a hand in shaping the
new soci ety. You're staying behind on Earth. The rest
of us may never see home again. You're probably

nore inmportant to the future of mankind than we are.
But hear this: you cannot conme with us! Do you
under st and?"

She | ooked nme in the eye for several seconds. |

t hought she wanted to kill me. Then she said very
slowy, "I understand."”

| believed her.
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| can see clearly in the nmoonlight, and | w sh

for darkness. If |I can see them they can see ne. As |
stare into the face of the mnotaur, | remenber how
my wife died: one of these things killed her. Qur
famlies were so synpathetic. W had a big funeral

The nei ghborhood we lived in wasn't a war zone yet.
She' d been caught outside in no-man's-1and. For her,
it was no-Ms. -Hidal go-1and.

W hadn't told our famlies we were getting a

di vorce. W both came fromstrong Catholic famlies.
So we put off telling them and then one of the
denons nade our weddi ng vows cone true—the part

about till death do us part. She hated nme at the end,
with the kind of hatred that conmes only from spoil ed
love. It becanme so bad | couldn't even | ook at her
anynor e.

| was standing outside the DCX-2004, waiting for

our navy space crew, so this seened like a good tine
to be honest with mysel f. Col onel Hooker didn't know
what went on between ny wife and ne. | never told
himl was suicidal for a while. It wasn't somethi ng
was proud of: | was suicidal before the mnotaur

sl aughtered her; | wasn't suicidal afterward.
Everyone was at the funeral, assuming a grief |

didn't feel; all of themassunmed |I'd devote the rest of
my life to avenging the womman | loved. A marine is
supposed to be at hone in a world of hurt. There's no
personal problemthat can't be solved by picking up
an MB2 and doi ng your part for Uncle Sam Right. Si
But my military operational specialty was killing an
eneny that could shoot back. | wasn't prepared to
find out that ny wife had aborted our child. Until that
nmonent, | had no i dea how nuch she detested being



married to a marine. She said nmy loyalty to the Corps
cane before ny love for her and 1'd treat our son the
same way |'d treated her

| didn't know | had a son until after the abortion
Then | | ooked at her with a hatred I'd never felt for
any human eneny, and a hatred |'ve yet to feel for
these devils fromspace. At that noment | felt |ike
apol ogizing to all the opponents |I'd ever wasted.

| thought about killing her. | even started to fornu-
|ate a plan. Then the nmonsters came, and our persona
probl ems went on the back burner for a while. | was

off fighting the war to begin all wars, and she was safe
at home, just waiting for a big red mnotaur to turn

her into a taco with special sauce.

The timng on all this was interesting. If she'd had

the abortion after the invasion and said she coul dn't

bear to bring up our child in a hell on Earth, | would
have been pissed but | mght have been able to forgive
her. No, the timng was lousy ... for her. | was called

up right away, so | wasn't around for her to realize
how rmuch |1'd turned agai nst her

| was only a little suicidal on the m ssion against the
arachnotrons. Leave it to the mlitary to come up with
a nane |like that. W called them spi der-babies. W

call ed ourselves the Okin squad. W did a fine job of
exterm nating them

When | returned home and finally had it out with

my wife, the marital battlefield seemed like a restfu

picnic. She gave me a bunch of fem nist crap. | told
her she was a spoil ed brat who obviously hadn't been
puni shed enough when she was growi ng up. | was

mad. She didn't like my attitude.

Then | saw a side of her that conmpletely surprised

me. After you' ve been married to soneone for years,
you'd think you'd pick up on the inportant aspects of
that person's character. I'd never had a clue that she
felt the way she did until she accused ne of always
sucking up to the Anglos! She insisted that | was a bad
Latino. In her mind, | suppose that nade her a

wonder ful Lati na.

I'd never thought about ny ethnic identity all that
much, even when | was growing up. | tried not to pay
attention to it. Sometines it struck ne funny the way
the American nedi a al ways presented the probl ens

of the cities as black versus white, as though all the
colors in between didn't matter. Now we have new
colors to worry us—the bright colors of the scal es and
| eat hery hides of the invaders. The devils.

O course | had experienced ny fair share of

prejudice. | first cane to Arerica as an illegal im-
grant. | wasn't here for the welfare, but | wasn't
willing to wait in line forever. | came to America for
the dream | canme to work and go to coll ege.

I met a young | awer who was synpathetic to what

| was trying to do. Pat Hoin was her name, ny first
Anglo friend. She encouraged nme to take advantage of
one of the periodic amesties when illegals could
becorme legal. | did just that.

She thought | might have a bit too much pride for

my own good. There was truth in that. Although I'd



grown up in Mexico, | came froma very proud

Spanish fanmily. My father was so intent that | marry
"someone worthy" that he hel ped drive me away from
hone. How ironic the way things turned out. He
finally accepted ny wife. Then she turned out to be
treacher ous.

The last time | saw Rita, we argued about anythi ng
and everything. Nothing was too trivial. After she
exhausted the subject of nmy enotional failings, there
remai ned the cosnic threat of ny snoring. She failed
to convince ne that ny snoring was on a scale with an
arny of zonbies shuffling through the old comunity
cenmetery.

Sonehow | had a | ast shred of feeling for her. Wen

| reached out to touch her for the last tine, she
screanmed that | was never to touch her again w thout
per ni ssi on.

| stornmed out of there, |eaving the next nove to her.
Here was the world coming to an end, and we coul dn't
take a break fromour own stupid soap opera. So when
| saw her face in the open coffin—they'd recovered
only the top third of her body, but that was the

i nportant part for any good nortician—+ | ooked

down at her with such a grim expression that her
sister, msinterpreting ny solemity, took nme by the
arm and whi spered, "You'll get over it. You'll find
soneone el se |ike her."

Only marine training prevented me from |l aughing

out loud. As was the customof our famlies, we took
turns kissing her cold lips. It was the first time I'd
enj oyed kissing her in a long tine.

Now | ' m supposed to be back on the job, working

to save the human race. Well, why not? | don't
suppose we're any worse than this big, bloated nmi no-
taur snoring in front of ne. Let's see, now, Taggart

and Sanders call it a hell-prince. The brain boys back
at HQcall it a baron of hell

| know a minotaur when | see one. Wait a mnute.

|'ve heard the others call it a mnotaur, too. | know
Jill did. She's quite a kid. A bit sullen and stuck-up
but that's to be expected when you're fourteen. | kind

of like her. She's strangely honest. She could grow up

to be an honest woman. Anything i s possible.

They have their chance to say their good-byes now

If the navy doesn't show, we'll probably never make it

out of here alive. W'll try to stow away on one of the
eneny ships, however slight our chance for survival

Qur chances won't be good even if the navy space

crew joins us, but at least the odds will be worth
betting on.

If we make it to Phobos, then Taggart, Sanders, and
Gllatin will becone ny headache. | wish | had a
different team Their conbat records are fine. |I'mnot
worried about that. |I'm concerned about taking a
triangle on the mssion. Sanders and Gallatin want to
screw each other's brains out. I'd have to be blind not
to notice that. The nystery is where the hell Taggart
fitsin. I'"'msure it's somewhere

| don't need this crap on a nmission. That's why |
have to be a hard-ass. I'mgoing to keep them so busy



that they won't have time to fool around. |'m not
noti vated by what happened to me with nmy wonder -

ful, loving, faithful wife. I"msure that's not it.
The mission is what concerns me ... us! It has to.
It's too dammed i nportant for |ovesick marines to
nmess up. However slimthe chances for success, | mnust
guar ant ee nmaxi mum comm t nent .

Funny. Now that |I'mthinking this way, the m ssion
just got a boost in the arm M grandnother believed
in good onmens. Up ahead, washed in noonlight,

ti ptoei ng around our sl eeping nonster, it sure | ooks
like the navy has arrived.

["lI'l never admit this to Fly but right at the end,

al nost cried. Jill finally stopped argui ng. She cane
over and hugged nme. Then, wi thout saying a word,
she did the sane to Fly and Al bert. | was stunned. She

stood in the open hatch, her back to us as if she
couldn't decide if she wanted to do somet hi ng.

She turned around and said, "I'll never forget any
of you." Then she did the nbpst amazing thing of all
Jill saluted us.

O course none of us returned the salute. W're al
condi tioned marine robots. Mustn't ever break the
precious rules. There are rules about who and when
and what and where to exchange a precious salute. If
Jill took seriously ny offhand conment about j oi ni ng
the marines, she mght earn the right to dress the way
we do and performthe rituals. Maybe she'd wear a

hi gh-and-tight if she proved herself macho enough to

earn the right, like ne. Like ne.
| didn't return her salute. But | made nyself say,
"Thank you, Jill. You are a true hero."

Then that spry little teenager wal ked out of my life.
As she cl ocked out, the new cast of characters clocked
i n. Hidalgo came boundi ng up those sane stairs like a
kid who's gotten everything he wants for Chri stnas.
For a nonent, | didn't recognize him It was the first
tinme I'd seen himsnile. He had the face of a man who
believed in the m ssion. Absolutely.

He brought us a fine crewto pilot the barge. God
knows how they arrived here. | hadn't seen any of
themin Hawaii. Wien | asked where they'd been,

was rebuked with nmy | east favorite word in the

Engli sh | anguage: "classified."

| didn't press the subject. | would have been happy
to press their uniforms if that was what it took to keep
everyone happy. They'd been outfitted with brand-

new flight suits, conbat boots, inflatable vests, hel-
mets, gloves.... They |l ooked a | ot better than we

did. 1'd have liked to know how they did it.

Fly's big grin rem nded nme of arguments we used to
have about |uck. How he could live through what he
had and not believe in good |uck was beyond me. The
monent we found all the denon guards asl eep, |

started believing in luck again. I'll take good onens
where | can find them too. Maybe the doom denons

are becom ng carel ess when we can penetrate a base

so easily. That nmeans we just might win the war.

The wonman runni ng the show i nspired confidence:
Conmander Di anne Tayl or. She was five feet four



wei ghing in at about one hundred pounds, with

beautiful hazel eyes. | felt that we'd traded in a young
femal e conputer whiz for an ol der fenal e space pilot.
There was anot her wonan on board as well, the petty
officer, second class. For sone time now, | hadn't

been the only girl anong the boys. | |oved the fact that
men with SEAL training had to answer to a fenale

PQ2.

"I"'ma big enthusiast on the history of space flight,"
Conmander Tayl or addressed the | atest menber of

the Big Four. "This ship is the |latest generation of the
old DC-X1 Delta Cipper. Basic principles remain the
sane. "

"That's why we have faith in them" vol unteered

Al bert.

"Exactly," replied our skipper happily. She was a
natural teacher. That could take some of the boredom
out of the trip. "The fuel is the same for the 2004 as
for the first in the series—good ol d hydrogen per-

oxi de. "

I laughed. She raised an eyebrow in ny genera

direction and | answered the unasked question. "I was
thinking | could do ny hair in it." She returned the

[ augh m nus sonme interest: she allowed herself a

smile.

"Or we can fuel up with hyper-vodka and have

martinis with what's left over," she suggested. "Well
just as long as we all understand what the primary risk
will be in taking off."

"What's that?" asked Hidalgo as if he'd missed

sormet hi ng.
Tayl or pointed at the nonitors on which we'd
watched Jill slip away to safety or death. W could stil

see the recunbent forms of various hell-princes and

st eam denons.

"When we begin our |aunch procedures,” she said,

"they are going to wake up. And then our principa

goal inlife will be to keep them from bl owi ng us up."
15

"W'|| do a cold takeoff," said Tayl or. She

seened to know her business, but | didn't Iike the way
she stressed that word, "cold." Wen | was a kid, the
first strong inpression | had fromtel evision was of

t he Chal | enger space shuttle blow ng up. My parents
had rented a docunmentary on the history of space
flight. | renmenbered the white-porcel ai n appearance

of the craft in the early norning. A frosty norning,

t he announcer told us. They'd never |aunched in such
col d weat her before. Sone of the engineers, it later
turned out, were concerned about icing. They were
worried about certain wres.

The green light was given. The shuttle bl asted

off... and into eternity.

| wondered what our naval commander had in

m nd other than running a taut ship. She told us:
"Normal |y we'd give the Bova a half hour of foreplay.
A cold launch is when we start everything at once,
flooding the engines with Iiquid oxygen. The risk is
that the lox could punp through the |lines so fast
they' Il crack. The good part of this risk is that the ship



will be ready to launch in ten mnutes. W are in the
peri od of our |aunch wi ndow. The weather is on our

side. The eneny is still asleep.”
"Li ke you said, starting the ship will wake them
up," | said.

"That's right, Taggert, and that's why we'll take

only ten minutes instead of thirty to get ready. Those
plug uglies down there are going to investigate. |I'm
hopi ng they're as dunb as they | ook."

"Yes, Commander Taylor," Arlene narvel ed, as

awar eness dawned. "They may think it's their guys in

t he Bova."

"Sure," agreed Steve Riley, joining us in the engine
room He was Taylor's radar intercept officer. O
course, he had to go through all that navy stuff with a
superior officer before joining in the conversation.
And they call us jarheads.

Riley had a neat little nustache, sane as Hidalgo. It

twitched a little when he becane colorful: "By the
time they realize we're not part of a schedul ed bogey-
man flight, they'll be toast fromour thrusters.”

"Even dummies might figure it out with thirty
mnutes to work in."

"So we don't give it to them" Taylor sunmed up

"We could station a sniper in the hatchway in case
they wise up,"” Al bert said.

"Too dangerous," countered the skipper. "They

m ght return fire."

"We're sitting on a Roman candle," | contributed.
Suddenly | was very glad we'd sent Jill away.

"W have another problem too." Tayl or generously
shared her apprehension with us—the mark of a good

| eader. "Along with passing up the luxury of a thirty-
m nute warmup, |'ve decided not to use the start-up
truck."”

"What's that?" asked Al bert.

"You probably saw it when you were sneaking in

here. It's got a big plug the ship can use to get a charge
for the blastoff. You may have al so noticed that one of
t he cyberdenons is alnmpst using it for a pillow "
"We call 'emsteam denons,"” Arlene threwin
gratuitously. (She probably doesn't think I know a
word |ike "gratuitous.")

"I like that," said Taylor. "By whatever nane, |
prefer that it remain asleep."

"How can we take off, then?" asked Arlene, ex-
changi ng gl ances with nme, her fellow expert on seat-
of -t he-pants rocket design

Ril ey and Tayl or exchanged neani ngful | ooks

as well —pilot-to-copilot |ooks, howthe-hell-are-we-
goi ng-t o- make-it-work-this-tine | ooks.

"W can start off our own battery," said Lieutenant
Riley.

"I'"'mno rocket scientist,"” conmented Al bert and it
took nme a nonment to realize our sonber Mornon

had made a joke. "But won't that drain the battery?"
"Yes, it will," admtted Taylor, "but not to the
poi nt of doom" It was funny how that word "doont
kept cropping up in everyone's conversation

"I't'"ll be like we were on a subnmarine,"” said Riley.



That woul dn't be very hard for us.
"Run silent, run deep!" Arlene got into the drift.

"Yes," said Taylor. "We'll use a mninum of elec-
tronic devices in the ship. No radio broadcasts, no
radar, no mcrowave. You'll be eating your MRES
cold."

"\What about |ight?" asked Al bert.

"W have a good supply of battery-powered | an-

terns," Taylor said in a happier tone.

It didn't sound all that bad. |I remenbered the flight
fromEarth to Mars when they took nme up for ny
court-martial. The trip was under a week. So what if
we had to do it this time sitting in the dark nost of the
way? The trip nmight feel Iike an extension of our
Hawai i vacation. There was nothing wong with rest-

i ng up before going through the Gate on Phobos. God
only knew what we'd run into this tine.

God only knew if we'd survive the takeoff.

The crew was the bare mininmum but it would do

just fine for our purposes. It also nmeant there were
enough accel erati on couches for everyone. The Bova

was cranped enough as it was. Along with the skipper
and her copilot, we had Chief Petty O ficer Robert
Edward Lee Curtis and Petty O ficer Second d ass
Jennifer Steven. Across the gulf of different services,
we felt like conrades. W were the sanme rank. There
were only three regul ar crew nmenbers

Back to space for Arlene and me, though | never

woul d have believed we'd voluntarily return to

Phobos. | wondered what the chances were of passing

by Deimbs on the way to Mars, now that Dei nos was

a new satellite of Earth. Not our fault! We didn't drag
it out of the orbit of Mars. W only hitched a ride.

As we neared the countdown—what do you call a
countdown to the countdown?—+ started to worry.

bl amed ny anxiety on ny stomach. Many portions of

nmy anatony coul d make peace with zero-g, but ny
stomach woul d al ways be a stubborn hol dout. When
finally admitted the truth to Arlene, | was speaki ng
for ny stonach.

One nenber of the crew, Christopher O en Ray,

was going into space for the first time, and the other
guys were giving "good old Chris" a hard tinme about

it. He couldn't have been older than his early twen-
ties. He was worried about the g-forces of the takeoff.
The first time is sonething to wite hone about. The
way | look at it, that part is over quickly. Wightless-
ness lasts and | asts when sone rich guy hasn't spent
the noney to keep your craft doing a full revol ution
so that you can enjoy the benefits of centrifugal force.
If this continued, I'd risk a good thought for the

Uni on Aerospace Corporation. At |east they were
willing to spend sone of their filthy lucre.

For better or worse, Commander Tayl or gave the

order to start the ten minutes that would feel Iike
eternity. The old tub made a | ot of noise when it was
turned on. From ny unconfortable position on the

accel eration couch | had a good view of a nonitor. |
saw the big ugly bastard right next to the ship wake
up. Hell, the retros were noi sy enough to wake ne



up. Hell-princes were so dammed big that | found it
fascinating to watch the thing fight the gravity to
which we little humans are so accustomed. The pon-
derous m notaur stunbled as he got up, as if he had a
hangover. | |aughed. Doom denons bring out ny

nmean streak

Conmander Tayl or made sure that "all her babies"

were securely fastened into their seats. This narine
"baby" felt constricted by his safety harness. Then the
ship started to quiver as it cane alive, the fue

begi nning to course through its veins. The vibration
shook ne in the marrow of ny bones.

Suddenly | couldn't tell if the roaring cane from

the ship or the intercom which was picking up sound
effects fromour playmates outside. Wre they pissed
of f? Were they saying "Top of the nornin' to you?" (It
was past midnight.) After all this time, | still didn't
have a clue when these critters were happy or sad. A
roar is a roar.

W had ringside seats, but there was nothing we

could do if the nmonster squad decided to freak out.
The navy had its pet marines all trussed up. | didn't
like the idea of playing sitting duck, but | understood
that all we could do was stay put on top of our giant
bonb.

On the screen, a large spider-mnd scuttled over to
the hell-prince. |I didn't like that. If Ackerman's

t heory of broadcast intelligence turned out to be
correct, it didn't change the fact that the spiders were
the "smart" ones . . . and right now we needed all the
dunb ones the eneny could spare.

Time was on our side. W didn't have that nuch

longer to wait. | could hear Taylor and Riley running
t hrough the checklist. They spoke with the kind of
preci sion that assured me we were in conpetent

hands. I'd hate to die because of soneone else's
negligence. The little voice in the back of my head
whi spered that | had Viking blood in ny veins,

because 1'd rather die with a battle-ax in ny gut than
foul ed up by sone nunb-nuts who nmeant well but

pul l ed the wong swtch

As | heard the steady voice of the copil ot announce,
"Mnus three mnutes," | felt pretty good about the
situation. These guys had a clue what they were doing,
all right. Once we were under way they'd put on their
oxygen masks and | wouldn't be able to listen in.
Passengers didn't need to wear oxygen nmasks back

where we were hog-tied, but there were emnergency
oxygen tanks in case the ship | ost pressure.

| couldn't keep ny eyes off the nmonitor where the

big creeps were running around in search of sone

ki nd of authorization. That was why | was so happy to
hear Riley say, "M nus two mnutes."

"How you doin'?" asked CPO Curtis.

"Fine," | returned. | couldn't see nuch. If |
stretched my head at a really unconfortable angle
could make out Arlene's |egs.

"We're ready to weigh anchor," he threw back.

"M nus one minute," contributed the copilot. | was
ready to believe we'd at |east get off the ground. The



nmoni tor showed the return of the spider-mnd as it
pushed past the nminotaur. The steam denon was

cl ose behi nd.

The intercomcrackled with horrible screeching
sounds—probably sonme alien code. It gave ne a
headache even before we lifted the Bova to greet the
stars. The nost inspiring part of the blastoff was
wat chi ng the spider-mnd get caught in the rocket's
bri ght orange fl ane.

As qui ck as the commander coul d push a button

t he denon guards were no | onger a concern. Now it
was the nonsters of gravity and pressure that

presented the obstacles. | felt themsitting on ny
chest. 1'd been spoiled by easy takeoffs from Mars.
Leaving the virtual nongravity of Phobos or Dei nbs
didn't even count. |1'd forgotten how nuch rougher it

was to escape fromthe gravity well of the old nud
bal I .

It hurt. | had to reteach nmyself how to swall ow. The
pressure gave nme the nother of all headaches. Wen
tried to focus on anything, ny vision blurred. The

vi bration was outside and inside ny head. C osing ny
eyes, | thanked the sisters of ny Catholic schoo
chi l dhood for delivering Taylor and Riley.

We could watch our assent on television nonitors. |
woul d have preferred a porthole. But the resolution
on the screens earned its description in the procure-
ment file: "crystal clarity."”

Bl asting off when we did was like rising up into the
endl ess night. Strapped to nmy couch, | could tell that
t he Bova was | eaving the atnmosphere only by watch-
ing the stars stop blinking. They were steady, white
eyes spread out across the black vel vet of space.
Arlene didn't think there was any poetry in ny sou
because | never talked this way to her. She'd been an
Engli sh major once. | forgave her for that. Wat nore
could I do? She rated head honcho in this depart-
ment. The best way to cover ny ass was to keep poetic
feelings to nyself.

It was good to think about anything other than the
physical strain of the liftoff. The boosters boosted. W
shook, rattled, and rolled. | thought about how rmuch
wor k the commander and her radar officer nust be
doi ng wi thout the assistance of ground-based sup-
port. No one to ring up on the phone and ask about
bearing and flight plan. W were on our own.

The little voice in the back of my head chose that
nmonent to rai se an annoying point: what if the bad
guys blew us out of the air? At no point in our

di scussi ons had anyone considered that possibility.

Not out |oud, anyway. Ch, well, as long as | was at it, |
could worry if it mght rain.
An old filling started to ache in the back of ny jaw

Great, maybe | could find a denon dentist! The
shaki ng was starting to get to ne. Intellectually,
realized the ship was holding together. It takes a | ot of

power to clinb out of Earth's gravity well. Enotion-
ally, | expected all of us to fall out of the sky in a
mllion pieces.

| went back to thinking poetic thoughts.



And then it was over. The good part was over. The

vi bration stopped. | noticed | was sweating like a
pinkie after fifty push-ups. Then all the weight that 1'd
wor ked so hard to put on sinply disappeared. Free
fall. Falling. Zero-g. Zero tolerance for zero-g. My
stomach started a slow sonersault while |I remained

i mobi | e.

Marine training to the rescue again! That, and the
fact | deliberately hadn't eaten before playing space
cadet. Wth applied willpower, | could put up with the
rigors of space for the little week it would take to
reach Mars.

Then the voi ce of Conmander Tayl or pronounced

our fate. | heard it loud and clear. She wasn't using
the ship's intercom That was one of the |uxuries we
were giving up for this trip. But she had a | oud voice,
and everything was wi de open so the sardines in the
can wouldn't be lonely. Her words traveled the length
of the ship: "W made it, boys. Now hear this.
Reachi ng Mars shouldn't take longer than a nonth

and a hal f."
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| wonder which star in the sky is their ship.

may not be able to see it fromthis position, hiding
behi nd an ol d Dunpster and watching nonsters play.
Their play is the worst thing |'ve ever seen.

Fl'y would be especially angry if he knew I'd al ready
thrown of f Ken's schedule for ny return. He'd scol d:
"Jill, how could you be so stupid? Every mnute
counts when you're using a tinetable. That's why it's
called a schedule, you stupid bitch."

No, he wouldn't call me a bitch. | like thinking he
would. 1'd like to think |I bothered hi menough he'd
want to call nme bad nanes. I'mcalling myself a stupid
bitch because | wanted to see the ship take off. |
waited until it was out of sight. Then |I went the wong
way.

I had a good excuse for going the wong way. The
nmonsters went ape when they realized the Bova wasn't
supposed to take off. The spider that was fried by the
ship's jets nust have been inportant, because severa
ot her spiders showed up and wasted all the ninotaurs
in sight. They tried to waste a steam denon as well,

but the thing was too fast for them | never thought
anything that big could run so fast.
Whil e the monsters were busy killing each other |

was able to slip away. Everything would have been

fine if I'd been going in the right direction. As part of
the plan, the navy guys left supplies for ne along the
return route. Ken planned the first leg of ny trip to
cover the sane ground they followed on their |ast |eg.
When | found nyself at a convention of bonies and

fire eaters, though, | realized |I'd nade a boo- boo.
They didn't notice me; but | could see themclear as
day. | wi shed the nobon would go out so | could do a

better job of hiding!

Sone of the nonsters naturally fought each other

but the bonies and fire eaters had a truce going. The
same couldn't be said for the denmon caught between
them one of the chubby pink ones Arlene likes to cal



pinkies. | couldn't help feeling sorry for the thing. The
boni es—br. Ackernman called them revenant s—were

all lined up on one side in a semcircle. The fire
eat ers—al so known by a really weird name, arch-
viles—were lined up on the other side, conpleting

the circle. A bonfire blazed between them

The fire eaters could control their fire better than
realized. They'd send out thin lines of flane that
woul d burn the pinkie's butt. He'd squeal. Fly always
sai d the pinkies made hi mthink of pigs.

The pinkie would junp over the fire and run

straight for the bonies. They made a sound that was
hal f rattling bones and hal f choking | aughter. They
couldn't use their rockets w thout spoiling the gane.
They seened to have picked up a trick from human
bullies on a playground. They used sticks to beat and
prod their victim One had an actual pitchfork he'd
probably stolen froma farm Wen the pinkie turned
to run away fromhis tornmentors the bony poked him
inthe ass with the pitchfork. If it hadn't been so sick, |
woul d have | aughed. But there was nothing funny

about the pink demon finally falling right into the
center of the fire where he grunted and squeal ed and
died. | wondered if the bonies and fire eaters would
eat him

| wondered if they ate.

As they gathered around their roasting pig, | snuck
away. If | could retrace ny steps to the base and work
my way around the perinmeter, | might be able to pick
up the route that Ken had mapped out for me. If |
bel i eved any part of what Al bert did, and God was

| ooki ng down, my only prayer was to get back on

track. If the nonsters were going to kill nme, | wanted
to be doing what | was supposed to before they ripped
out ny guts.

When Arlene gave ne the big | ecture about grow ng

up and taking responsibility, she didn't say anything
hadn't already figured out nyself. | could have said it
better than she did.

Growi ng up was about dealing with fear. One night,

when Arlene and Al bert went to the supermarket in
Zombie City to find rotten lenmons and linmes, Fly and

| had a long talk. He asked me what 1'd be willing to
do in a war. He wanted to knowif 1'd be willing to
torture the eneny, even if the enemy happened to be
human.

| never stopped thinking about the questions he

asked. When | di sobeyed his orders about the plane

and refused to fly to Hawaii without Fly and Arlene,
I'"d grown up. | wouldn't let down nmy friends. That's
all thereis toit. On the Bova, | felt they were letting
me down. It was easier for Arlene to tell ne she didn't
want me comi ng al ong because |'m not trained than

for her to say she | oved ne.

Fly and Arlene just don't know how to say they |ove

somebody. Al bert knows how. I'mlearning how |'l]
bet all the anmp in the universe that Fly and Arl ene
will never learn. But it doesn't matter. | |ove them
Even though they're gone, I won't |let them down.

So as | look up at the night sky, wondering if they



are one of the stars, | promse themthat | won't get
nmysel f killed until 1'mback with the plan. 1'Il be a
good soldier. Just so long as | don't have to do the

really weird stuff.
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"Back on Phobos agai n—where a zonbie

once was a man!"

"What the hell are you doing?" asked Arlene.

"I"'msinging," | said.
"That's not singing," she disagreed.
"It's official Flynn Taggart caterwauling,” | said.

"No, it's singing," said Al bert, venturing where
angel s feared to tread.

"Are you making a wi se nove?" Arlene asked her
woul d- be fi ance.

"Probably not," he agreed wisely. "But | recognize
the song Fly has nade his own. He's doing a zonbie
version of 'Back in the Saddle Again."'"

"Thank you, Al bert," | said. "Wien | invited you

to join the Fabul ous Four, | knew | was selecting a
man of exquisite judgnent."

"That's not exactly how | remenber our little
adventure in Salt Lake Gty," Arlene corrected

ne.

| had the perfect answer for her: "Back on Phobos
again . "

"Cease and desist, Flynn Taggart," she said, putting
her hands over her ears. "W're not even on Phobos
yet. Can't you wait and sing it there, preferably

wi t hout your space hel net ?"

"You can't fool me." | was firm Besides, |'d already
waited close to a nmonth and a half—a |l ot |onger than
I'"d originally planned on spending in this rust bucket.
That had something to do with the fact that fuel was
in short supply these days, thanks to the aliens, and
something to do with the kind of orbit we were using,
whi ch made the usual one-week jaunt to Mars six

times | onger, which had driven ne to singing. "W

did not | eave Phobos in shanbles, |ike Deinobs. There

may still be air in the pressurized areas."

Arlene interrupted: "Along wth pinkies, spinies,

ghost s—

"And a partridge in a pear tree." | wouldn't let her
change the subject. "The point is that if the air's on, |
can sing."

"The one weapon we didn't think of," Arlene
agreed at | ast.

"Do we have any idea what the Phobos situation is
i ke?" asked Albert, real serious all of a sudden

"No," | said, ready to postpone ny performance.
"But whatever it is, it will be nore interesting than
one nore second inside this ..." | stopped, stunped

for a good obscenity.

"In the belly of the whale," Arlene finished for ne.
She was getting biblical on ne.

"I"'mready for battle," Al bert admtted, al nost

sadly.

| took inventory of our section of the deluxe space
cruiser, letting nmy eyes come to rest on ny |ast candy
bar. 1'd used up nmy quota of Eco bars, the ones with



the best nuts.

"Know how you feel, marine," | said to Al bert.

"W're all getting antsy. That may be the secret of
preparing a warrior to do his best. Drag ass while
delivering himto the war and he'll be ready to kil
anyt hi ng. "

"Wth a song if need be," contributed Arlene. 1'd
found a new Achilles' heel in ny best buddy: ny

si ngi ng voi ce. Maybe she had a point. | could just see
a punpkin deliberately smashing itself against a wall
to escape frommy perfect pitch. An arny of inps

woul d bl ow up a barrel of sludge thenselves and die

in glop and slop rather than let me start a second
verse. Yeah, Arlene mght have sonething there.

| didn't elaborate on any of this because our fearless
| eader chose that noment to join us. Al the marines
were awake on the bus. That was what it felt |ike—a
bus.

The little voice in the back of my head could be a
real pain in another part of ny anatony. It reninded
me that this situation was strangely simlar to a tine
i n high school when three of us were the only ones
awake in the back of the band bus—+ was in the band;

| played clarinet.

| was interested in a certain girl who happened to
prefer a friend of nmine. Her nanme was Noelle; his

nane was Ron. Bunmer. But we had a nice three-way
conversation goi ng when our teacher suddenly cane

to the back of the bus. Od man Crowder. W called
hi m C am Crowder because he | ooked |ike something
you'd pull out of a shell, and you wouldn't get a pearl
either. He just wanted to nake sure that nothing was
goi ng on that was against the rules. The darkness of

t he spaceship, the kidding around of three friends, the
arrival of the man with the rul e book—all that was
enough for me to be unfair to Captain Hidalgo. Tine

to snap out of it.

W no longer lived in a world of high school

football games. Now the pigskin only covered ugly

pi nk dermons who didn't need a rule book to spoil a
day's fun.

| hadn't been able to stop thinking about Arlene's
potential threat against Hidalgo, that she'd get rid of
himif he got in the way of completing the nmission. |I'd
never heard her talk Iike that before. I had known how
daring she could be fromthe first tine | met her

when she went at it with Gunny Goforth to prove she
was enough of a "man" to wear her high-and-tight.
knew how smart she coul d be from Phobos where she

left her initials on the walls for me, a la Arne
Saknussen from Journey to the Center of the Earth, so

I'd realize whose trail | was follow ng
Put smart and daring together and you have a
conbi nati on that spells either patriot or traitor. 1'd

studi ed enough history to understand that it could be
difficult to tell themapart. Wen your world is up
agai nst the wall, you have to nmake the tough choi ces.
It's priority time. No one ever likes that.

Even i f Hi dal go happened to be a nmartinet butt-

head he was still our CO Whatever chances we had



for a successful mission rested on his shoul ders.
That's what pissed off the dynanmi c duo of Arlene and
me. | wanted Hi dalgo to be good. | didn't want himto
screw up. | wanted himto be a man | could trust, a
conpet ent nan.

As | sat with ny back to the wall, and watched the
captain's profile as he chatted am ably with Arlene, |
wonder ed what he would do if he realized how she felt
about him Maybe he'd shrug and just get back to

doi ng his job. A man who does a good job doesn't

have to worry about his back unl ess treacherous

skunks are around. There were none of those under

hi s command.

"Do we know which Gate to use?" Al bert asked

H dal go

| al nost answered. Had to watch that—hain of

conmmand.

H dal go answered: "You renenber the director

gave us the access codes and tel eportati on coordinates
for one of the Gates." He snmiled at Arlene and ne.
"You heroes need to work out anmong yoursel ves our

best route to the right Gate once we | and. Comand-

er Taylor will get us as close to it as is humanly
possi ble."

For a brief second |I thought he was being sarcastic
when he called us heroes. Arlene and | could be
telepathic at tinmes like this. The same thought flick-
ered in her eyes. The next second the feeling passed—
for me, at least. Hi dalgo had spoken straight fromthe
heart.

"You men," he said, and Arlene warned up at that,

"are the valuable cargo on the Bova." Sane as the way
we treated Jill as a case for special handling on the
road to Los Angeles. "Wen we hit Phobos, |I'Il need
the best intelligence you can provide."

"Condi tions may have changed," said Arlene.

"Yes. Or they might be the sane as when you |eft.

What ever they are, you two are better acquainted

with the situation than any other humans alive."

| was glad that Arlene was participating in this

di scussion. "Wen you came over, we were di scussing
whet her there'd still be air on the different |levels."
"We' || wear space suits regardless," said Hidal go

"I'f everything goes according to plan, we have no idea
what's waiting for us on the other side."

"It's a mission of faith," Al bert pointed out, and no
one di sagreed. "We must assume those on the other

side will have the means to keep us alive. W can only
pack so many hours of air. If we find oursel ves under
pressure we could save some of our own air for what's
on the other side of the Gate."

"We' || be under pressure even if there's air,"'
j oked, rem nding us about the doom denons.
"Maybe not," said Albert. "The devils may have
abandoned Phobos Base."

"Sorry to burst your bubble, Albert,” | said. "I'm
surprised Arlene didn't rem nd you of what we dis-
covered about the Gates. No matter what you take

wi th you, you wi nd up naked on the other side. So
you' re dead right about having faith in the aliens on

Arl ene



the other side."

"True," said Arlene. "That's been our experience.

But we'd feel foolish if we didn't prepare and then
found out for the first time that a Gate trip doesn't
nmean a strip tease." My buddy had a point.

"We've been |ucky up until now, " said Hi dal go.

"We know t he enemny has ships going back and forth
bet ween Phobos and Earth. The Bova uses a TACAN
system beam ng out a signal show ng themthe bear-
ing and di stance of the ship. W may be the | ow
budget special, energy-w se, but we're not flying
blind."

| hate flying blind.

"Are they using Deinps for anything?" asked Ar-

| ene.

"Not so far as the director and his team have found
out. You two did such a good job of wecking it that
they may have given up on it."

"Qutstanding," said Albert. 'Course he was | ooking
at Arlene instead of ne.

"We've been fortunate not to run into the eneny,

but space is big, isn't it?" The way Hi dal go said that
made ne wonder if he was making a joke.

The next nmonent he did! "You know, Lieutenant

Riley told ne a funny one," he began. | noticed that
he'd been pretty chumy with the radar intercept

of ficer, but why not? Same rank attracts, especially
between services. 1'd hit it off with Jennifer, the PQ2.
| rarely called her by her |ast nane.

What ever the reason, it was good to see Hidal go
bei ng human, even if we had to listen to his joke:
"How can you tell the difference between the offense
and defense of a doom denmon? G ve up? You can't

tell any difference because even when we're Kkicking
their butts, they're still offensive."

Di scipline and duty pay off. | made nyself |augh
There should be nmedals for this kind of service.
After the officer joke, Hidalgo left us alone. | was al
set to resume ny song, figuring anything would go
down wel |l after that joke.

Arl ene headed ne off at the pass. "Albert," she said
qui ckly, "have you found any good books to read in

t he navy's box?"

"Lots of old books," he said. "The one |'ve read
twice is Bureaucracy by Ludwig von Mses. He wote
about freedomwhen the only threat to it was other
human beings. He said capitalismis good because it
"automatically val ues every man according to the
services he renders to ... his fellow nmen.""

"No friend of socialism is he?" asked Arlene.

Al bert didn't hear the playful ness in her voice. He
gave her a straight answer. "The book was witten

during World War 1. He uses Hitler and Stalin as his
two perfect nodels of socialismin practice.”

Arl ene was up on the subject: "They didn't kill as
many peopl e as the denobns have, but not for |ack of
trying."

| contributed ny bit. "Back at Hawaii Base
overheard a fermale | ab tech say what has happened is
good for the human race because the extermnation of



billions of people has made the survivors give up their
petty selfishness and band together for the conmon
good. "

"Jesus Christ!" said Arlene.

| noticed Albert didn't even wince any |onger when

she tal ked that way.

"Not everyone fights for the same things," said

Al bert with a shrug. "W do."

"C ose enough," | agreed.

"Let's have a toast," said Arlene. "Something bet-

ter than water."

"I have sonething," said A bert. Wile he pushed

off in the direction of his secret stash (Paul had given
hi m some good stuff), Arlene went over to her couch
and dug out a book she'd been reading fromthe box.
She' d al ways been very adept at maneuvering in free

fall. | stayed put.

When she got back, | admitted, "I w sh they had
nore of those magnetic boots so they could spare ne
a pair."

"The navy doesn't have enough for its own person-
nel ," she rem nded ne. "Just be grateful we have a
skel eton crew or there wouldn't have been accel era-
tion couches for us."
"Yeah, tough marines don't need luxuries like a
pl ace to park our butts. W don't need interna
organs, either. Just stack us up like cordwood in the
back of the bus."
" Bus?"
"You know what | mean. What do you have in your
hand?"
"Cyrano de Bergerac," she announced, holding a
volume up. "I didn't expect to find nmy favorite play in
the navy's box. Since | don't have Al bert's nenory, |
want to read you the ideal passage for my toast."
Whil e she flipped the yell owi ng pages, Al bert re-
turned bearing gifts—a soup-bag. His big grin told ne
the content of the bag was anythi ng but soup.
"Found it!" chirped Arlene. While Al bert prepared
the nipple we would all use to partake, she read to us:
" 'l marched on, all alone, to neet the devils. Over-
head, the noon hung like a gold watch at the fob of
heaven; Till suddenly sone Angel rubbed a cloud, as
it mght be his handkerchief, across the shining crys-
tal, and—the ni ght cane down.'"
She cleared her throat and said huskily, "My we
bring down the eternal night of space upon the
eneny. "
As | took a sip of Burgundy wine, | felt that we were
the Three Musketeers ready to fight the denon pukes

i n whatever formthey m ght take.
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Fly was right. W were back on Phobos again,

where a zonbi e once was a man. W didn't see any
zonbies this tine. | was glad about that. They re-

m nded nme of Dodd. It's bad enough losing a |over

the normal way wi thout seeing himturn into a
shanbling travesty of someone | once loved. In ny
nightmares | still heard himcalling: "Arlene, you can
be one of us."



They say you can't go home again. But you can

return to hell if you' re crazy and you deliberately take
a one-way ticket to Phobos.

The crew of the Bova had acquitted thensel ves

admrably when it was time to deliver their cargo to
the infernal regions. Phobos is so snall that it's a rea
chal l enge to a space pilot. Deinos was a tougher port
when it was still inits orbit around Mars. It was an
unseem y rock covered by protrusions that could rip a
ship if you niscal cul ated the angle or speed. Phobos
was nmuch snoot her and rounder—pre what we

Eart hers expected of a noon.

"How can they call sonething only ten mles long a
moon?" Tayl or asked as she did the pai nstaking
maneuvers to rendezvous wi th Phobos. W were only

a few mles away, matching orbits with the little black
patch blotting out the stars. | counted nyself fortu-
nate that the conmander had agreed to let me cone

up front to watch us "return.” Qur new pukehead

friends kept joking that Fly and | were coning hone.

Al the kidding may have nmade it easier to swing the
invitation for Albert and me. He was as happy as a

kid as we stood together in the hatchway and saw

what the skipper saw.

There was no need to strap down when the gravity

field of Phobos was virtually nonexistent. The artifi-
cial gravity areas produced by alien engineers had no
effect on the rest of this glorious piece of space rock
especially not to Commander Tayl or who had to do

the stunt piloting.

Back in the UAC days, her job would have been a

| ot easier. The boys on the ground would send up a
shuttle and bring us down wi thout the ship even

needing to land. Now the idea was to keep from being
seen. There didn't seemto be any lights or activities
on this side of Phobos. A good sign. | was hoping that
if the moon hadn't been abandoned we m ght at | east
have reached it during a period when nost of the bad

guys were away. | wanted to |augh at the thought of a
skel eton crew of ... bonies.

The Big Four didn't need all this special attention
W were willing to hop down. Paratroopers of the

Infinitel We could suit up and use mni-rockets to
cone in like mni-spaceships. Wth a bit of luck we
woul dn't smash ourselves to a fine red spray—an
appropriate death with Mars hovering over our heads,
like the god of war.

Now for the first time Conmander Tayl or all owed
herself to be testy with her marine passengers. "This
is no time for a gung-ho kani kaze operation! The
mssion is a failure if you die before you neet what's
on the other side of the Gate. W know how i npor -

tant your mission is and that the Bova is expendabl e.
Why do you think we carted a few UAC goodi es al ong
just for you? Finding UAC stuff isn't easy anynore

but you need every advantage. And remenber that we
wWill remain in this area until you return. |If Phobos is
too dangerous, we'll wait farther out. Wen any of

you return fromthe mssion, you will be greeted by
soneone ... unless all of us are dead. Meanwhile,



you wi Il have the safest passage to Phobos that it is
within nmy power to grant. Now not another word

about paratrooping in."

She' d made such a big production out of it that I

took nmy chance for Albert to finally see a space

ski pper do her stuff; and I wasn't averse to getting an
eyeful nyself. The | anding took a full hour once

Tayl or was in position to touch down ever so gently on

the noon. | wasn't nervous, even though "Phobos"
neans "fear."
H dal go took command with grace. | was starting to

feel nore confortable about him | wasn't sure what
had changed. He'd had us keep our gear in top

condi tion aboard the Bova, but he hadn't been neu-
rotic about it. Plus there was only so nmuch exacting

i nspection he could do in the near-dark

H dal go was begi nning to assunme his proper place

in the pecking order as the fire team commander. The
probl em he had was that this position should have

been held by the team nmenber with the nbst conbat
experience. For this war, that narrowed down the I|ist
to two living marines: Fly and ne. Next cane Al bert
because he'd fought the nonsters with us, close up

and dirty. Wen Col onel Hooker saddled us with

H dal go the test imediately becane: is he an asset or
extra baggage? | liked traveling light.

This was the last place for a knowit-all to try to
assune command. Fly and | had the nost firsthand

i nformati on and we were still shooting in the dark
nost of the time. Hidal go asked the right questions.
He |istened. Even though we'd never had the oppor-
tunity to train together to the point where we could
operate as one perfect fighting nmachine, three of us
did have this seasoning. Wth sone applied intelli-
gence, Hidalgo could be the brain.

Fly and | had worked out the route. Captain

H dal go sent us in doing a sinple echelon formation
with Al bert taking the point. Then canme Fly, then

H dal go, and | brought up the rear. | kind of liked it
that nmy beloved and | were doing all the security
sweep area between us.

Al bert was a good marksman and he had a brand

new Sig-Cow. He rilled out his space suit better than
the rest of us. W'd worried there mght not be one to
fit him but the m ssion had been too well planned for
that. Naturally, Al bert's suit was at the bottom of the
pile.

Seeing himfrom behind was |i ke watching him

grow i n height as he | ooked up at Mars. The di stant
sun didn't illum nate the scenery too well, but the
Bova woul d |ight our way as we searched for the right
facility. Mars | ooked nore orange than red to ne; at
least it didin this light. I'msure that Al bert would
have loved it if it had been the color of a spoiled
punpki n—pi e, that is.

It felt strange to deliberately reenter hell

Hal f -normal gravity returned. The lights were on

My heart sank, and not fromputting on weight all of a
sudden. Since the gravity zones were still functioning,
| figured the eneny must still be around. This concl u-



sion mght not have been entirely rational, though

The gravity zones had been operating | ong before the
eneny arrived. It was possible the things couldn't be
turned off. Call it woman's intuition, but | figured the
red meani es woul d have trashed everything sonehow

if they didn't need it anynore.

The next second | was proved 100 percent right.

hate it when that happens. | saw the flying skull before
anyone else did, zooming in at four o'clock

Thank God we had our radios on. W'd di scussed,

and rejected, the possibility of maintaining radio
silence for security and only tal king by putting our

hel mets together. If we'd been that paranoid, the
others wouldn't have heard nme. In space they hear

you screamonly when your radio is on

"Look out!"

Al bert nailed the sucker before it could chow down

on the material of his pressure suit. W hadn't had
time to find out what currently passed for air here.
The .30-caliber slugs did the job, and the skul

ski dded over to the nearest access-tube | adder. Down

it went.

I wasn't the least bit surprised when a noment | ater
Fl'y announced, "The test is positive. W can breathe
the air."

"Renove helnets," Hi dalgo ordered calmy. The

suits were well designed for our purposes. The hel -
mets hung in back, |eaving our hands free so that we
woul dn't be inpeded while we added to the body

count. O head count, as the case m ght be.

"If everything's as we left it," | blurted out after ny
first gulp of base air, "we can expect a | ot of opposi-
tion before we reach the Gate."
"Take it easy, Corporal Sanders,
H dal go

"Yes, sir." He was acting as if he knew his business.
"We'| | handle them" he said. "That's why we're

armed with state-of-the-art boom sticks." Another try
at humor. This had started with his friendship with

Li eutenant Riley. | didn't know how long it would
last, but | kind of liked it.

H dal go gave the orders. W followed. O course,

the orders were based on our accurately |locating the
correct Gate.

W encountered no opposition for the next fifteen
mnutes. We did find a functioning lift that appeared
to have been repaired with pieces of a steam denon. |
didn't like the idea of using it but H dal go nade the
deci sion. Hal fway down the shaft | could see through
a ragged hole in the wall that the | adder |I would have
gone down ended in a tangle of spaghetti.

The maki ngs of a reception committee waited for

us at the bottom If the skull had contacted them
before we wasted it, they mi ght have caused us sone
trouble. By this time, | thought I'd seen it all. | was
wrong agai n.

Cccupying the center of the roomwas an al nost

intact spider-mind. Al that was m ssing was the head.
In the smashed done on top, where normally resided

the evil brain-face, two spinies were doi ng sonething.

said Captain



They al nost seened to be | aughing, and |I could
understand why Fly called them i nps.

They were eating. Wen one of the inps | ooked up
fromhis neal, | could see gray and red spl otches on
his brown face. Bits of gore dripped off the white
horns sticking out fromhis body. Then he lifted one
of his claws, and | saw what was dripping fromit.

| was grateful Captain Hi dalgo had ordered us to
renove our helnmets. | couldn't help throwi ng up, a
reaction that surprised ne. Wiy should ny stomach
churn at the sight of inps devouring a spider-nmnind?
I'd seen far worse things happen to human bei ngs and
not |ost ny cookies.

| guess |I'd reached a new | evel of disgust, though
didn't think there was anywhere [ower. The inp saw
us at about the same nonment we saw him |Instinc-
tively he threw one of his patented fireballs, but he
forgot he was still holding on to a dripping chunk of
spi der tissue. The gory piece of bug brains caught fire,
and the inp was scorched by his own flane.

By now the other inp figured out what was happen-
ing. He was snarter than his brother and did some-
thing I woul d have thought inpossible. The spider's
gun turret rotated in our direction and started spitting
out its venom 30nmm rounds.

We woul d have been in trouble if it had been an
actual spider-mnd. But we had one of Conmander

Tayl or's presents. While | zigged, Fly zagged. Al bert
and H dalgo did their part by staying alive. The show
bel onged to Fly.

| never thought |I'd see a BFG 9000 again, the

crown jewel of UAC s weapons division. Three bl asts
woul d take care of a fully operational spider-mnd
One bl ast proved nmore than sufficient for the inps
who had thenselves a great tank but weren't properly
trained to use it.

"Prai se the Lord!" shouted Al bert.

"And pass the ammnition," said Fly, sweat bead-

ing on his forehead and a big grin grow ng under-
neat h.

"Better than a chain saw," was nmy on-the-spot

report.

"Regroup,"” said Hidalgo. "It'Il be a shame to | ose
that fine weapon when we go through the Gate."

Al bert tried for optimsm "Maybe we could | eave it
on the other side for when we return?”

"We could never risk that," answered the captain.
"This place is crawling with vermin. W don't want
themto get their claws on this weapon."

None of us said aloud the obvious: If we return.

The plan we'd nmade with the Bova was "no news is

bad news." By now they knew we weren't al one on

this rock. W'd continue observing radio silence be-
tween oursel ves and the ship.

Fl'y sunmed up the situation. He's always good at
doing that. "We've seen this place when it was craw -
ing, Captain. Right nowit's al nost deserted. | don't
have any idea why or howlong it will last, though. It
could be swarnming again by this tine tonorrow "
"Commander Tayl or and Lieutenant Rl ey know



the risks," he said, which struck ne as a little odd.
Seenmed to ne that the primary subject on the table
right now was the fire team

"Then we're enjoying good fortune," said Al bert—

a bit pompously, | thought. A problem|'ve always

had when | fall for someone is that | becone hyper-
critical. | think Fly has this problemas well

H dal go gave us the word, and we noved on. | was

astoni shed that | hadn't fired ny plasma rifle yet. But
it's wong to wish for such things. |I'mjust supersti-
tious enough to believe that you get exactly what you
wi sh for.

My opportunity to test my weapon cane with the
appearance of a new nonster. | hate new nonsters.

This one | mstook for a punpkin. There were plenty

of simlarities: big round floating head, one eye, a
gasbag with satanic halitosis.

The differences, partly obscured by a sudden

change in the light, were nobst annoying. W mi ght

have becone a little lazy. W had the best weapons,

and the opposition was thin. Seeing a round thing

cone floating around the corner seened al nost too

easy. One | ousy punpkin. Wo was going to |lay dibs

on it? Who would have the pl easure of hosing it?

H dal go's refl exes m ght have been a little off, as
wel |l . He hadn't experienced Phobos when the shit

storm canme down nonstop. Even so, he got off a shot
with his Sig-Cow. Some of the shots connect ed.

He' d succeeded in getting the thing's attention. It
returned fire. | expected the usual: |ightning balls. But
this one had a surprise inits gullet. W were treated to
a stream of flying skulls pouring out of its nouth,
each one as nasty as the one Albert had shot out of the
sky a short time before.

But now the sky was full of them
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The colors started shifting. That was a new
trick. The corridor went fromnormal light to blue

and then red, distracting us just enough so we

woul dn't notice that this punpkin was somet hing

other than a punpkin. As its single eye focused on

me, nmy only thought was that here we had a | arger

t han usual punpkin. As it vomited out the first flying
skull, 1 still didn't understand what was happeni ng.
had the dunb idea that it had eaten one of the smaller
heads and couldn't keep it down. (Down what ?)

As a second and third skull cane zooni ng out of

the ugly nouth, | started to read the picture. The first
skul |l reached ne before | could bring up the BFG |
heard Arlene shout, "Fly," just as | did the next best
thing to shooting the little bugger: | kept it from
taking a bite out of my shoul der by sw ngi ng around
so that it collided with ny helnet. There was a netal -
on-netal sound as it dented the helnmet and bounced
off, making itself a perfect target for Hi dal go, who
popped it.

Around about now we | ost count of the skulls that
filled the narrow corridor. It |ooked as if we'd
knocked over a basket of candy skulls from Mexico's
Day of the Dead cel ebrations ... but there was noth-



i ng sweet about our tormentors.

H dal go froze for a few seconds. That was all. A

brief nmonent of battlefield shock. If we lived, | could
count on Arlene chewing nmy ear about it. And I could
hear nyself answering that we hadn't scored all that
high in the reflexes departnent on this one. If we
l'ived.

"Il try for the punmpkin!" | shouted. The BFG

9000 woul d do the job—f | could just get a clear

shot. The problemwasn't finding an opening through

t he skull s—+the blast would pul verize them+the
probl em was to make sure that Al bert was outside the
field of fire.

Meanwhi l e, the others didn't need to be told to
elimnate the flying skulls. No problem There was
only a zillion of 'em Hi dalgo proved hinself worthy
of command yet again. He didn't say a word. He was

too busy blasting away with his Sig-Cow, taking down
hi s quot a.

Arl ene provided Al bert and Hidalgo with a hel pfu
safety tip: "Don't let thembite you!" She shouted this
over the sound of her plasma rifle. She al nost took
down the main problemw th her first blast, which

went through three skulls. But this particular punp-
kin was smart. The dammed thing fl oated back around
the corner where we'd first sighted its ugly nmug. Then
it kept spewing out skulls fromits nore protected

position—a clever nove, | had to admt.

O course, the solution was obvious. | realized that

| didn't really need a clear shot for the BFGif | could
just see the target area. | blew away the entire wall and

destroyed the ugly. Then, just for good neasure,
pull ed the trigger again. As the debris settled,
realized that 1'd dropped half the skulls with those
two shots, and the others were bunmping into

each other in the dust-filled air. This finally set-
tled a question for ne: the bastards didn't have ra-
dar.

The little voice in the back of nmy head insisted we
were in too close quarters for using a weapon |ike the
BFG | couldn't hear anything el se because of the
ringing in nmy head, so | argued with the voice,
remnding it that once upon a tine |I'd done a nuch
crazier thing—+'d used a rocket |auncher in an en-

cl osed area.

The voice didn't have a good answer to that, and by
then | could hear Arlene cursing a blue streak. She
was bent over Hidal go, her nedikit open. Al bert

stood over the two of them blasting the remaining
skull's out of the corridor. I felt alittle dizzy but
managed to stunble over to rejoin the human popul a-
tion of hell.

At | east one of the skulls had reached the captain
and ripped up his throat something fierce. Hidalgo's
torn space suit had a whol e new nmeani ng now.

wal ki ng body bag. Arlene was doi ng what she coul d,
but there was dammed little hope for the captain. It
| ooked as if we'd be finishing the nmission sans officer
The way Arlene was feverishly working on Hidalgo it
was hard to believe she'd ever tal ked about spacing



his ass out an airlock. There's no substitute for being
i n conbat together.

The last skull was either down or had flown the

coop, but Albert remained on guard. | was gratefu

that the col ors had stopped shifting, and | wondered if
the I'ight show had been part of this superpunpkin's
powers. \Whatever the facts m ght be, |1'd becone
distinctly prejudi ced agai nst round things that floated
through the air. They seened to live in a permanent
condition of zero-g. That was enough reason to hate
themright there.

As we nilled around hel pl essly, watching Arlene try

to close the wound in Hidalgo's throat, | noticed

Al bert tense up. He raised his Sig-Cowto fire at
somet hing that was drifting in the air behind us.
Naturally, | assuned it was anot her skull

The last thing | expected to see this side of paradise
was a blue sphere drifting toward us. A gorgeous,
beautiful, wel cone blue sphere. One of those mracles
that had saved both ny life and Arlene's. A blue
sphere that Al bert was seconds away fromblow ng to

ki ngdom corne.

"No!" | shouted, pushing his armat the sane tine.
Good thing | acted as | spoke. It was too late to stop
himfrompulling the trigger, but | spoiled his aim

| couldn't renenber if Arlene or | had told Al bert
about the blue spheres. It was pretty likely we had.
But in the mddle of a fight you don't expect the new
guy to hesitate on the off chance it's not an eneny
coming to say hello. It was only dunmb luck | was

saved the first tine | encountered one.

Luck. Back to luck. How in the name of all the

saints did this baby show up at the preci se nonment

H dal go needed it? Arlene and | had just run across
ours. This one was maki ng a house call

"It's a good one," | told Al bert. "Like an angel. The
bl ue spheres can heal us."

He | owered his weapon, and | gestured for Arlene to
step back. Not one to waste a precious second, Al bert
rel oaded. | noved out of the way, too. The bl ue

sphere descended on Hi dal go, who wasn't the |east bit
worried; he'd blacked out fromloss of blood.

The sphere burst the monent it touched him

maki ng a popping sound like a cork comng out of a
bottle. The col or became darker as it spread, changing
fromsky-blue to a rich purple. H dalgo was sur-
rounded by a violet haze that became a glistening
liquid on his body and then seeped through his pores.
The ugly hole in his throat closed like two |ips pressed
toget her, and his face flushed as new bl ood punped

t hr ough hi s body.

A few nminutes |ater he opened his blue eyes and
regarded us with surprise. "Wat happened?” he

asked.

Arlene did her best to tell him

He gratefully sipped water fromthe canteen she

passed to him "Incredible," he admtted, speaking
nmore slowy than normal. He sat up against the wall

Al bert continued on his watch

"W need to nove," | said, once again possibly



usur ping his prerogatives. | renmenbered how sl eepy
I'd been after receiving the treatnent.

"Let's get a nove on," he said, struggling to his
feet. "How far do we have to go?"

"Only a few klicks," said Arlene.

W noved out, Al bert |eading the way again. Hidal-

go, growi ng stronger with every step, asked the obvi -
ous question as his brain began firing on all cylinders
again: "The blue balls didn't seek the two of you out
when you were here before, did they?"

"No," Arlene and | said in stereo.

"Then why woul d this one deliberately cone to ny

ai d?"

W wal ked in silence. W had no ready answer.

Only nmore questions. Then | had a thought. That
happens soneti nes.

"When it happened to ne, it bugged the hell out of
me," | told Hidalgo. "Even though mine didn't go out
of its way to save my butt. There was an inportant

pi ece of information | didn't have then."

Arlene smled. The old lightbulb clicked on right
over her head. "The aliens who sent the nessage," she
sai d.

"Right," | continued. "It never made sense that our
enem es woul d fabricate these incredible nonsters

and then throwin a few Florence N ghtingales to
patch us up. Now | know better. The bl ue spheres are
not here courtesy of the Freds."

"The good guys sent them" marveled Arlene, the

same thought taking up residence in her cranium

"You were right to call them angels," said Al bert.

H dal go nodded. "If that's true, then they nust

want all of us to make this trip." Unconsciously he
stroked his own throat, where there was not even a
scar.

W reached the Gate without encountering any

nore opposition. The creepy critters had been busy

pl ayi ng architect again. | should have expected some-
thing like that, considering how they were constantly
altering the appearance of the different |evels.

The CGate was decorated in a sort of |ate neo-satanic
style. Al they'd left out was gargoyles. If they wanted
that last touch, they only had to ook in a mrror. The
basi ¢ addition appeared to be a huge stone doughnut
jamred into the ground so that it fornmed a doorway
with the grid right in the mddle. All sorts of weird
crap was carved into it.

The nonsters had no taste at all. Guess that goes
with being a nmonster. The dips had put two horns on
top of this horror, one on either side of the "head."
Adding insult to injury, they had placed two big
stupid eyes on the semicircle of stone in relation to
the horns so that even the dunbest grunt would pick
up on the subtle idea: a giant demon head with the
Gateway for its nouth.

| was prepared to |laugh out Ioud, but | thought
better of it. Chortling didn't seemlike a very nice
thing to do while a good friend was freaking out.

"Ml och!" Al bert screamed. H s eyes were w de,

and he was foam ng at the nouth.



As a top fire team we still had a few bugs to iron
out .
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Al bert was too good a nan to lose his grip
now. As his commandi ng officer, | couldn't stand by

and | et himdissolve into a puddl e. The team needed a

| eader.

Thi s was al ways a danger when taki ng conmand in

a dicey situation. The survivors could bond too nuch.

| had realized the truth of this when |I stopped feeling
suicidal. After they pulled ne back fromnmy own

di pdunk and told me how t he blue angel had saved

me, | was so grateful that | said a prayer. | did this
silently, of course. That way | know God heard ne.

I could truly understand Gallatin's reaction to the
sight of the graven image. My parents took nme to a
horror filmwhen | was only six, one of the dozens of
novi es about the Aztec mummy. The nonster didn't

really frighten ne; but the sight of young nai dens
bei ng sacrificed by evil priests gave nme nightmares for
a week. Their idol |ooked Iike Ml och.

As | grew ol der, | began seeking out the image of
Mol och. | found it in the old silent German novi e,
Metropolis, and it showed up in a frightening picture
about devil worship. But I'll never forget how effec-

tively it was used in the nmovie they used to make the
transition fromthe old series, Star Trek Ten, to the
new one, Star Trek: Exodus.

These strange creatures we fought were apparently
able to crawl inside our minds and extract the nost
terrifying i mages fromthe human past. Fighting
mrror images of your own nightrmares had to be bad
for norale. Sergeant Taggart and Lance Corpora
Sanders were watching me as | watched Gallatin.
Taggart started toward him but | gave the order not
to touch him

"Gallatin," |I said, keeping ny voice |ow "Snap out
of it, marine."”

He seemed to hear ne as if 1'd called to himacross

a vast gulf. H's eyes were glazed. But he stopped
maki ng noises ill befitting a marine.

"Look," | said, pointing at the ground. "There are

no human bones here. There is no fire in the maw

wai ting for human sl aves to shovel in human food."
There was, in fact, a solitary skull staring at us with
enpty sockets, but even the blind could see there was
not hi ng renmotely hunman about it.

Gallatin calnmed down. "I fouled up, sir!" he said in
his old, strong voice. | was damed glad. |If words
didn't work, the next step would have been to trade
punches. Gllatin was no coward. He woul d never cut
and run. If he went nuts and stayed nuts, he'd have to
be put down.

"This is the Gate," said Fly, checking his coordi -

nat es.

"Why do you think they dressed it up for Hall ow

een?" | asked anyone who wanted to answer.
"I't's what they do," Sanders vol unteered, keeping
her eye on Gallatin the whole tine. | didn't blane

her. So far, their feelings for each other hadn't inter-



fered with the mission. If there was a tinme for her to
blowit, this would have been it.

"Gves ne the creepy crawies,” | admtted.

"It's Lovecraftian," added Sanders.

"Ch, no," said Taggart. "Just don't say it's el-
dritch.”

If I hadn't returned fromthe dead, thanks to the

bl ue angel, | would have put a stop to the banter
Normally 1'"ma stickler for protocol, but death had
provided me with new insight. (Sanders said | was
only near death, but | know better.) W weren't on
such a tight tinmetable that we couldn't spare a few
mnutes. Up to this point, Taggart and Sanders had
been our guides, but once we stepped through that
portal, they would be no nore experienced than the
rest of us. No one had a clue what to expect. W had
orders. Hope was al | owed.

"I'd never describe that as eldritch," she threw back
at Taggart. "I'd only observe the lurid shimrering
about the base of the stygian masonry; and how

over hangi ng our fevered brows | eer abhorrent, arcane
synmbol s threatening our very sanity with portents of
an unwhol esone, subterraneous w ckedness."

"Well, okay," Taggart said, surrendering. "Just so
long as you don't describe it as eldritch."

Thi s nmoment of R&R was no excuse to lay off work
Since the Marine Corps had failed to provide us with
eyes in the backs of our heads, | ordered a nodified
def ensi ve di anond. Half of one. Al four of us
couldn't very well cover the four cardinal directions.
Two of us had to prepare for the trip. Then we
switched the duo.

My pressure suit was torn around the neck where

the skull-thing had bitten nme. Taggart's hel net was
damaged but still usable; the dent in the side did not
prevent his getting it over his head, and the faceplate
wasn't cracked. The only suit likely to | eak was nine.
At ny query, Taggart repeated his belief that the suits,
weapons, and everything el se not of wonan born

woul d not rmake it through. The preparations m ght

be a waste of tine, but | wasn't going into the
unknown | eavi ng anyt hi ng undone. We'd be foolish to
assune anyt hi ng.

Maki ng bets was another thing entirely. The odds

were entirely on Sergeant Flynn Taggart's side. That's
why | asked one last time what it had been like for
himthe last time he went through a Gate.

He reported: "I retained consciousness, sir. You

don't worry if your equipnment is still in your hands
because you don't have any hands. There's no sensa-
tion of having a body at all. Then suddenly pieces of
you cone back. It's like you think of themand you're
whol e again; or maybe it's the other way around. Hard
totell."

"Were you awake and standi ng when you reached

the other side?"

"Standing, sir!"

W' d covered the sanme ground before, but we

weren't under attack at the nmonent. | |iked going

t hrough the checklist one last tine. And now our tinmne



was up.

| gave the command. "Move it, marines!" W

hunped into the nouth of Ml och.

At first there was a sensation of noving, of notion,
alight drop, or a dropping into the light... but it's
hard to see w thout eyes. W had no hal |l uci nations,
t hough. Qur ninds were our own. You can just say no
to hal lucinations, but you need a tongue to say no.
Know what | mean?

ESTEBAN HI DALGO: Does anyone hear mny voice? |

hear it, but | don't have ears. You didn't say we could
conmuni cate while traveling through the Gate, Ser-
geant Taggart.

FLYNN TAGGART: Never traveled in a group before,
sir! Arlene and | went separately on the Gate trip
from Phobos to Deinps. The Gates are different from
the short-hop tel eports.

ARLENE SANDERS: You can say that again, Fly!

H DALGO |'ve never experienced either. Which do
you prefer, Sergeant?

TAGGART: |'mnot sure, sir! Anything that doesn't
require using a stupid plastic key card to pass through
a secret door is fine with me. Last time | was on
Phobos, | really hated that.

H DALGO This is annoying enough for me, Ser-

geant .

ALBERT GALLATIN: | like being here.

SANDERS: Al bert? You don't feel you've been sacri -
ficed to Mdl och?

GALLATIN: The opposite. This is wonderful. It's
better than sex.

SANDERS: Well, I'Il grant you it's up there.
H DALGO What do you think about that, Sergeant
Taggart ?

TAGGART: About what, sir?

H DALGO Do you think this disenbodi ed condition

is better than sex?

TAGGART: Nothing is better than a clearly deline-
ated chain of conmand, sir!

H DALGO |s that sarcasm Sergeant?

TAGGART: No, sir!

H DALGO | don't like this experience. How nuch

| onger do you expect it to take?

SANDERS: May | answer that, sir?

H DALGO You are both veterans of Gate travel,

Lance Cor poral .

SANDERS: Ti me has no neani ng here.

TAGGART: There is no here here.

H DALGO | was afraid you' d say that.

TAGGART: Since we don't know how far we're travel -
ing, or how fast, there is no way to cal cul ate anyt hi ng,
sirl

GALLATIN: Permnission to speak, sir?

H DALGO Tell you what. While we are in this

what ever-it-is, we can drop all formalities. No one has
to call me sir. Now, what did you want to ask ne?
GALLATIN: If we encounter God, should we address
himas sir?

H DALGO In case the answer is no, |I'mnore com
fortable with dropping the formalities. Did you hear



that, Fly?

TAGGART: Yes.

H DALGO You are good at follow ng orders.

TAGGART: Yes.

H DALGO 1'd like to thank all of you for saving ny
life.

TAGGART: It was the bl ue sphere.

H DALGO Perhaps you willed it to appear.

SANDERS: That's occurred to ne, too.

H DALGO Strange to be brought back fromthe dead
by a creature | didn't see.

SANDERS: Whil e you were unconsci ous, you didn't

see the face on the sphere.

H DALGO | was dead. | saw the light. The sphere
had a face?

TAGGART: | wonder if any of our hosts at the end of
this journey will have a face like that? It didn't | ook
i ke any of the doom denons.

H DALGO. Doonf

TAGGART: W call themthat sonetinmes, after we
found out the invasion was called Doom Day.
GALLATIN: Did you feel that?

SANDERS: Can we feel anything?

GALLATIN: | felt something warm | feel as if I'm

back on the Bova . . . weightless. Mist have a body to
feel that.

SANDERS: Wait. | feel something. But it's cool, not
warm | feel as if I'min free fall, also.

H DALGO Maybe our journey is nearing its end.

NOT HI DALGO TAGGART- SANDERS- GALLATI N:  Your

journey ended a long time ago. You wouldn't be
havi ng a conversation if you were in transit.

H DALGO What ? Who's that?

TAGGART: That's not a voi ce.

SANDERS: It's not an identity—not one of us.
GALLATIN: Are you a spirit?

NOT Hl DALGO TAGGART- SANDERS- GALLATIN: W are

the reception commttee. You had a |long journey, a
| ong sl eep. You are only now returning.

TAGGART: But we are experienci ng what happens
toward the end of CGate travel.

NOT HT-S-G No, you are renenbering the sensa-
tions acconpanying the transitional state. The jour-
ney is over. You have arrived. To reassenble, you
must begin with your |ast menories. You nmust be

ai ded through the psychotic epi sode.

H DALGO Psychotic .

TAGGART: Epi sode?

NOT H T-S-G The fantasy. The death fantasy. Do
not concern yoursel ves. Reassenbly is.

H DALGO |f we have arrived sonewhere, may we be

i nf or med where?

NOT HT-S-G Here the nmany neet and di pl onmacy
greets. The True Aesthetic wel cones you. Sirs, sirs,
sirs, sirs!

TAGGART: Something tells ne we've been tal king on
a party line.

21

I've never been able to explain to Arl ene why
I"mso convinced there's a God. She lives in a world of



| ogi c and science. Mysteries bother her. They are
problems to be solved; and she insists on a certain
type of answer in advance. Her stubbornness only
makes me | ove her nore.

I"mnot stupid. | realize the object hanging over ny
head is no angelic being. But lying on ny back and

wat chi ng the sl ow novenents of the gossaner crea-

ture with flashing jewel eyes | feel a deep calm The
butterfly things that flutter around its fl ower-shaped
head are attracted to the eyes, as | amattracted. The
gossamer being eats the small flitting creatures.

This flying alien is no animal. It is a genius of its
kind. But it pays no attention to me. If poor Dr.
Ackerman had lived and joined us on this nission, he
woul d have fulfilled his life's anbitions. The alien
base contains a remarkabl e collection of geniuses; it
was a sort of a galactic Mensa.

| haven't been able to find out where we are, but I'I]
keep asking. The only problemw th this place is that
nost of the gossamer creatures conpletely ignore us.
That's one devel opment | never expected—-aliens

who are sinply bored with us.

The bad part is howtheir attitude rubs off. I'm
bored with us. If this keeps up, I'll lose ny desire to
shoot things. Never m nd what that means for ny

career in the marines. W Mrnons believe in a
warrior god, warrior angels, warriors, but there's not a
single fiery sword anywhere in this whole gigantic
habitat. What's a fella to do?

I know. I'Il nake friends with sonme of the natives.
There nust be sonebody in this burg who'll show a

new guy a good tine.

"It's good to have our bodies again," said Arlene

over a cup of H2O and a plate of little red eyeballs.
They weren't really eyeballs. But then, they weren't
really red either.

"Not bad,"” | agreed. "I think | lost a few pounds."”
"Fly, there aren't any extra pounds on you."

| shook ny head. "Qur vacation in Hawaii put a

few extra pounds on the old carcass."

"Not that | ever noticed," she said in her friendliest

voi ce. "You know, Fly, | feel as if |I'mon vacation
now. "
So did!l. It was hard to believe we were on an alien

base God knew where. W were sitting at a table
floating in the air between us. W were not in zero-g,
but the table sort of was. |I'd never sat in a nore com
fortable chair. It altered its shape to acconmpdate

nmy slightest nove. We'd taken our pills and were now
enj oyi ng the best human di nner available to us. The
only one.

"Captain Hidalgo is not on vacation," | pointed

out. There had been a problemw th him The strange
entity we called a medbot had told us that Hidalgo's
brain and body were not yet in harnmony, but they

woul d be. Whenever we asked the medbot how nuch

time it would take for Hidalgo to be on his feet again,
the eye of the robot seemed to wink at us, and the
thi ng produced equations in the air. To be honest, |
wasn't conpletely certain it was a machi ne, but



Arlene insisted it had to be.

Arl ene understood one statenment, which put her

kil ometers ahead of Yours Truly. She said that in
guant um physics there is no such thing as absolute
time; there is only tine relative to the |ocation and
speed of the observer.

I'd settle for finding out how much [onger it would
take for H dalgo to rejoin us. There was no one

coul d ask about when Al bert mght come out of his
nood.

Arl ene seened to read ny thoughts again. Maybe in
this place she really could. "Albert's not on vacation
either."”

"At least he's all right."

"Physically, yes, but |I've never seen himin such a
strange nood before."

"He told me he was neditating."

She shook her head. "He told ne he was trying to
communi cate. "

"That may be the same thing with these critters. W
could spend the remai nder of our lives attenpting to
adj ust and never get anywhere."

I remenbered comi ng back into ny body. Wien we

had eyes again, | saw the naked forns of Arlene,

Al bert, and Hi dal go. W weren't alone. There were
aliens with us, but ny reactions were off. | didn't even
worry about whether the aliens had weapons or were
menacing us in any manner. |'d undergone a change

i n perspective unlike anything that happened when
Gate-travel ed before. | perceived the naked bodi es of
nmy fellow human beings with a conpletely new
objectivity. | figured the difference had nore to do
with where we were than how we arrived

| didn't feel desire for Arlene. | wasn't judgnental
about the bodies of the two other men. | didn't fee
any | ocker-room enbarrassment or comnpetition. But

I wasn't indifferent. | was curious about the human
body, as though | were seeing it for the first time. | felt
t he sane way about the aliens, whose strange forns
wer e suddenly no stranger than the fleshy bipeds
cal l ed human bei ngs.

The oddity of the nmonent was the medbot, who

was all the reception committee we rated. It | ooked
like a barber pole with an attitude. Wen Hidal go
col | apsed, none of us rushed to his aid. W were stil
in that weird frane of mind, which | can descri be
only as objectivity. For the nonent there was no

stri ke team of narines.

The nmedbot scooped up Hidalgo's prostrate form

but it didn't tell us anything about his condition. The
wei rd thing was that none of us asked. If the room had
been crawling with spider-mnds, our trigger fingers
woul dn't have tw tched; there was nothing to aim
anyway.

Slowy we had found ourselves again. It was |like
returning to a house you'd left in chil dhood and

expl oring each roomagain as an adult. Only this
house was your own body. As we becane less alien to
oursel ves, the real aliens seemed stranger

Arlene had the guts to make the first nove. Too bad



she didn't acconplish anyt hing.
"I"ve always said you're the bravest man | know,

Arlene. | was still staring into ny navel when you
tried to strike up a conversation with the . . . others.™
"Well, you've always been a navel nman," she said.

Cat chi ng ny expression, she added, "Didn't you hear
the e, Fly? You're too nmuch of a marine to fit into any
ot her service."

Yep, we were back to normal. That didn't seemto

be getting us anywhere in this galactic Hilton they
call ed a base. Maybe we shoul dn't be conpl ai ni ng.

W were alive. The nedbot had seen to that and had
answered nost of our nedical questions. There were
some questions it sinply couldn't answer, though
about where and what and who and why. These were
outside its field of conpetence. But 1'd find soneone
to tell us where we were.

The nedbot dodged only one question, when Ar-

| ene asked how conme it spoke flawl ess English. "The
English of this unit is not without flaw, " it said fussily.
When she cane right out and asked how come it

spoke English of any kind, it said, "Quild secret," and
changed the subject back to our biol ogi cal questions!
W had plenty of those.

"How do you think this food conpares to MRES?"

| asked Arlene as she chonped down on one of the
little balls that |ooked |ike eyes to ne but rem nded
her of a different portion of human anatony.

"Heat ed or col d?"

"Cold, like we had on the Bova"

"Better."

"Hot . "

She shrugged. "Close call. But I'mnot criticizing
the chef. W can eat this."

"The medbot says the provider of the feast wants to
neet us. And he's not really a chef; he's nore a
chemist."

She took another healthy gulp of water. We'd both
becorme quite fond of water

"I"ll meet with anyone,"” she said, and | nodded.

Wien she addressed the various creatures surround-
ing us at our arrival they had turned their backs on
us—the ones who had backs—and wandered of f. At

first I thought we were being snubbed. But that wasn't
it at all. The show was over. They'd seen what they
want ed and had better things to do.

"Do you think the chef is one of the aliens who sent
t he nessage?"

"God, | hope so!" \Wen sonmeone as atheistic as
Arl ene invoked the nane of God, | knew she was
speaking fromthe heart. |I felt the same way. What

could be nore pointless than traveling so far—and

one of these dammed aliens was going to tell ne how
far if 1 had to westle it out of him-and find no one
on the other end who gave a flip?

"W know t he chef hel ped the nedbot work out the
details of our body chem stry, so it's a safe bet he
wants us alive."

The first thing we | earned fromthe ani mated barber
pol e was that everyone on the base was a carbon-



based life-form For all | knew, there wasn't any ot her
kind. So far, everyone we'd nmet was al so the sanme on
both sides of the invisible vertical line or, as Arlene
woul d say, bilaterally symretrical. | was grateful for
two things: Earth-normal gravity and reentering the
oxygen breathers' club! But that didn't nean we

m ght not run into sone other problens. Hidalgo sure
di d.

So it made sense that they'd kept all of us onice, in
some sort of linmbo, until they were sure we'd be al
right in the environment of the base. Wen Arlene

and | went through the Phobos Gate to Dei nbs we

were traveling between artificial zones that were
terrestrial-friendly. That was good news for us. Wen
you' re naked at the other end, you better hope you
can breathe the air and your skin can take it. | was
dammed gl ad they coul d handl e human speci nens

here. | just hoped Captain H dal go woul d pul

t hr ough.

"Don't you like the food?" Arlene asked, noticing

that 1'd left half nmy meal unfinished.

"It's okay. The truth is, I'"'mnot really hungry. My
stomach spent so nuch tinme in zero-g aboard the

Bova that it's taking its time returning to normal. Plus
"Il let you in on something."

"What ?" she asked, |eaning forward conspiratori -

ally.

"Practice makes perfect. They'll inprove at maki ng
food for us."

She stretched like a cat. "Fine with ne," she said.
"Who woul d have thought the hardest part of keeping
us alive would be feeding us?"

The nedbot had sounded proud when it rattled off

the information. Their first analyses had told them
nost of what they needed to know, but not every-

t hi ng. They knew we needed cal ories, proteins, amno
acids, vitamns, but they did not know the proper
conbi nati ons or amounts! The big problemfor our

hosts was figuring out how to synthesize the ani no
acids we eat.

This was a subj ect about which I was plenty igno-
rant. Ever since | started bl owing away i nps and
zonbi es and ugly demons of all descriptions, ny
education had been inproving. Fighting nonsters

must be the next best thing to reading your way

t hrough the public library. They both beat going to
college, if I could judge fromthe usual butthead who
t hought he was hot snot because he dragged part of

t he al phabet behi nd his nane.

The nmedbot was a bit technical in its non-flaw ess
English but "Dr. Sanders" hel ped ne pick up the

basi ¢ points. The alien chef took sonme of his own food
and injected it with human am no aci d conbi nati ons.
The first attenpts were served to a hi gh-tech garbage
di sposal. Arlene ranbled a little about random com

bi nati ons of four amino acids, then reached her

cli max.

The ropy things on the barber pole began to throb

and out of the top cane a bottle of white pills, a
present fromthe alien gournet. We'd have to take



those pills if we wanted to live.

The pills were bl ockers. While experinenting con-
tinued in the higher cuisine, the pills would increase
the safety margin. Where had we heard that before?
They woul d chemical ly bl ock anyt hi ng har nf ul

Wt hout them we were dooned.

Naturally | wanted to neet our benefactor as nuch

as Arlene did. W'd exhausted the possibilities of
conversation with the medi cal barber pole. So when

the nmedbot told us we could neet our favorite alien

we were eager to tote that barge, lift that bale, swim
t he highest nountain . . . whatever

The nmedbot's instructions were clear. "The next
time you eat, stay in the place where you eat."
did. W didn't have any inportant date to break
Arlene had tried to talk Albert into joining us, but his
appetite seened even smaller than m ne. He was off

nmedi tating agai n. Seened |ike brooding to nme. |

woul dn't call it sulking. Hi dalgo was still under

nmedi cal supervision. So Arlene and | were the ones

who attended the great neeting between worl ds.

"Look!" said Arlene, stifling a gasp

The chef was conming. The chemi st was com ng

The alien who gave a rat's ass about us was striding up
the silver wal kway, and he seened eager to neet us.

W could tell fromhis very human smles. Two

smles, exactly the same, because he was a they—
identical twins noving in unison. They were nore

than twins. They were mirror images of each other
Arlene started to laugh. | tried to shush her, but it

So we

was no good. "l can't help it," she said.
"Arlene, this is inportant. Put a sock init."
"I can't help it," she insisted. "They look . . . they

ook like Magilla CGorillal™
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Al one. Silence. He drifted.

It was different than before; he had not been al one
before. Now there were no voices. The | ast words had
been a netallic voice conplaining there was a slight
probl em Now there was not hi ng.

Then there was sound. He heard her plainly. His

dead wife was paying hima visit. Rita. She was dead.
Sliced and diced by a steam denmon back on Earth.

She coul dn't be here.

"Esteban," she whispered in the dark, as she used

to do when she woke up before himshortly before
dawn.

"You're not here," he told her. It was the first tine
he'd heard his own thoughts since he was cut off from
the others and placed in this true |linbo.

"You' ve sunmmoned ne."

"You're a dream" he replied norosely. "I don't

want to talk to you. | want to neet the aliens."

"But 1'mthe alien, Esteban. The only alien you' ve
ever really confronted."

"No, |'ve fought aliens. Red devils. Shot the grin-
ning skulls and been ripped by their razor-sharp
teeth.”

"You felt ny teeth first. Felt my lips."

"Go away. Leave ne alone, you traitor. | must



return to ny nen. To ny nen and Sanders. They

need ne. | nust conplete my mssion anong the

friendly aliens.”

Rita's voice was |ike a song he'd heard one too

many times. "I was your friend."

"Never that. You were my wife."

She was sad. "You didn't try to be nmy friend.

t hought you didn't love me. So | didn't want to have
your alien grow ng inside ne."

Anger filled his nmind, and he was not hi ng now

except his mind. Cold. Hot. The desire to hurt. To fire
a chain gun. To wield a chain saw. To fire a rocket that
woul d obliterate all menmories of his marriage. The
steam denon hadn't been able to do that.

"Pl ease | eave ne alone,"” he pleaded. "I nust
concentrate on the m ssion. Discipline. Responsibili-
ty. Command. Mist return to the team Save the

Earth. Destroy the eneny. Save . . . loved ones."
"Love," she repeated. "Part of love is forgiveness."
"You killed our—

"Love."

"You nurdered the—

"Alien."

"You're—

"Dead!" She shouted the | ast word. "Like our alien
|'"mdead. You'll be dead too, if you don't open

yourself to new experiences. You nust know what

you're fighting for. You can't just fight against, other-
wi se the blue sphere shouldn't have bothered saving
you. "

H dal go heard hinmsel f say, "I was bleeding to

death. Why should | be saved and finish the journey
only to die at the monent of success?"

He felt his tongue nove in his nmouth. He felt his
throat swallow. He had a body again. Now if he could
only find out what they had done with his eyes so he
coul d open them

"I"'msorry, Fly," | said, finally regaining control
After encountering so many terrible faces, | was
shocked to see sonething so friendly and funny.

stopped | aughing. But the aliens still |ooked Iike
cartoon characters.

To describe one was to describe the other. The

heads were large, like a gorilla's, with huge foreheads.
The eyes were wi de-set. The nose was cute, like alittle
peanut. Their hair was wal nut-brown. They had a

ki nd of permanent five-o0'clock shadow, |ike the cari-
catures of the first president of the United States to
have his name on a noon plaque: Richard M Ni xon

Their conpl exi on was a yel |l owi sh green; maybe they

had a little copper in their blood.

Thei r bodi es were massive and | ooked strong. The

arms were a bodybuilder's delight. They were | onger
than a human's; |1'd bet they were exactly the right
proportions for a gorilla. Then again, | mght still be
trying to justify my reaction; the forearns bul ged too
much for the siman comparison. They were exactly

i ke cartoons—+ thought of Popeye the Sail or and

Alley OCop. | couldn't figure out how Fly had kept
from | aughi ng!



The big chest seened even | arger conpared to the
narrow wai st. | couldn't help noticing a detail that Fly
woul d probably miss: the tailoring of their clothes was
first-rate. They wore a sort of nmuted orange flight suit
with lots of vest pockets. Except for all the pockets,
the suits were surprisingly simlar in design to

st andard-i ssue conbat suits, Honb sapi ens nodel

Sone of the aliens didn't wear clothes at all, or if they
did, I couldn't tell. It was reassuring to find these
simlarities to ourselves in our newfound friends.

They even had cute little conbat boots so | couldn't
check on how far the gorilla conparison actually

went .

There was no doubt about these guys being friends.

"Wel come to you," they said in unison. Al that was

m ssing was a reference to the lollipop guild. There

was sone serious English teaching going on here.

"Are you brothers?" Fly asked before | coul d.

"We are of the Klave," they said.

"Can you speak individually?" | asked.

"Yes," they said in unison

| was good. | didn't laugh. Wile | was working to

keep a straight face, Fly took command of the situa-
tion. He stood up fromthe rel axichair, which seened

to sigh as he departed, and touched one menber of

t he dynam c duo.

"What's your nane?" he asked.

"We are of the Kl ave."

He repeated the procedure with the next one and

recei ved the same answer. Then he foll owed up:

"That's your race? Your, uh, species?"

Magi | | a nunmber one | ooked at Magilla nunber two.

I think they were deciding which one woul d speak so

we woul dn't suffer through the stereo routine again.

One of them answered: "The Klave R Us."

"How many?"

The other took his turn. "Going to a trillion |ess.
Conming froma hundred nore."

A general would like slightly better information. |
joined Fly. He was on one side of themso | took the
other, effectively bracketing them Now we had a

nenage a quatre.

| touched the one nearer to ne and asked, "Do you

have a nane separate fromthe other?"

"Separate?" he asked. Apparently there were sone
problems with the English | essons.

"This part of we?" asked mine. | nodded.

They put their heads together. They weren't doing

any sort of telepathy. These guys were whispering the
same sentence. Sounded like a tire going flat.
Then they | ooked up at the same tine. M ne spoke
first: "After |looking to your special English ..
"Anmericanian," Fly's gorilla picked up the sen-
tence.

"We are giving ourselves to a nanme," mne finished.
Then we stood there like four idiots waiting for
someone to say sonething. We'd succeeded in getting
themto speak separately, but now they played

sent ence-conpl eti on ganes. \What the hell, at | east
t hey gave thenselves a handle: "W are Sears and



Roebuck. We are your friend. W will take the battle
to all enem es, and together we fight the Freds."

Al one. Silence. She drifted down deserted streets.

In the late afternoon the tenperature dropped

qui ckly. Jill put her w ndbreaker back on, but she was
still cold. She didn't Iike coffee, but she was glad to
have the hot cup in her hand; and she needed the
caffeine. Swirling the remains in the Styrofoam cup
she | ooked thoughtfully at the Iight brown col or that
cane fromtwo powdered creanms. But it still tasted
bitter, just like coffee. At |east she had nanaged to
find food in the abandoned grocery store.

The sun was at a | ate afternoon slant, naking

objects caught in the light stand out fromtheir
surroundi ngs. She was grateful she had sungl asses.

She was | ess grateful that she was | ost. Something

had gone wong with Ken's plan. He'd tal ked the
captain of the sub into nmeeting her, but only if she
arrived on schedule. She hadn't. The sub was | ong

gone by now. Captain Ellison couldn't be expected to
endanger his crew any |onger than necessary.

Left to her own devices, as usual, Jill worked her

way back to L.A , where the first sight greeting her was
a zonbi e wi ndow washer. The thing saw her with its

wat ery eyes and began shanbling in her direction
brandi shing a plastic bottle full of dirty water. Jill was
fresh out of ammo.

She hated to run, especially froma zonbie, the very
bottom of the nmonster food chain. But running was a

| ot better than being groped by those rotting hands
with the jagged yellow fingernails. So she haul ed ass.
A normal zonbie mght not run very fast. This one
didn't have the energy to do anything but curse. It
wasn't until Jill was three bl ocks away that she
wondered if maybe the creature really wasn't a zom
bi e. The thought that sone honel ess person had been

m ssed by both sides in the war nade Jill's skin craw .
Jeez, it was possible. The zonbies mght not notice

a bum especially if he'd been sleeping in the right
gar bage and had a sour odor on him The big non-

sters m ght assunme he was a zonbi e, and any humans

com ng through the area would think so too.

The idea nade her literally sick. She threw up and
covered herself in an odor |ike that of sour I|enons,
whi ch woul d be useful if she needed to pass for a
zonbi e hersel f. She | ooked bad enough. She hadn't
slept in days. The circles under her eyes and the
graveyard pallor of her skin gave her a |iving-dead
appear ance.

She didn't like the sick feeling in her gut. A drug-
store sign beckoned. She went in, hoping to find

somet hing that would settle her stomach.

Jill wasn't so exhausted that she forgot to take
precautions. She took out her piece even though it was
enpty. Always a chance she could bluff her way out of
trouble if she encountered a hunman foe.

The first tip-off was the clean floor. An abandoned
store woul d have been a disgusting nmess, but this

pl ace was spotless. Broken wi ndows had been

boarded up. She felt |ike kicking herself that she



hadn't picked up on so obvious a clue from outside.
Then she heard | ow voi ces. Unm stakably hunman.

Not broken bits and pi eces of |anguage repeated

wi t hout neani ng. Whoever they were, they sure as

hell weren't zonbies. For one thing, zombies didn't
listen to really bad classic alternative rock

What sort of people were in eneny-occupied terri-
tory? They could only be guerrillas or traitors. She
exam ned her surroundings nore closely. The origi-

nal contents of the store shelves were m ssing. She'd
made a bad choice as far as her stomach was con-

cer ned.

Large boxes stood in place of a drugstore's nornal
stock. Shafts of light fromthe setting sun slid past the
boarded wi ndows and illuminated the box next to her
knee. She | ooked inside and saw that it contained
bottles of a nutrient solution made from hydrogen
cyani de.

She al nost whi stl ed but stopped herself. It would

be a good idea to find out if the voices belonged to
friend or foe. She had a sinking feeling they were the
eneny. This stuff could be used in the nonster vats,
or in some stage of the creatures' devel opnent.

She'd find out while there was daylight. For all of
her adult acconplishments, Jill was little-girlish
enough to tiptoe without making a sound. On little

cat feet, she crept over to an air vent where she could
hear the voices nuch better

Two nen were talking in the next room She

couldn't see them but she heard every word, |oud and
clear.

"The masters say we will inherit the Earth," said

t he deeper voice

"They' ve al ready taken care of the meek," replied

t he hi gher voice, snickering. He sounded |ike Peter
Lorre out of an old horror novie.

Jill didn't need themto spell it out: these were
human traitors. The real McCoy. These di ps hadn't
craw ed out of any vat. She was shocked that these
human bad guys couldn't conme up with a better nane

for the Freds than "the masters."” Really .

"I was at the general's briefing," said the deep
voice. "He told us the resistance is so desperate
they've started a propaganda canpai gn to convince
peopl e that the nasters have eneni es el sewhere in the
uni verse."

"Yeah, | heard that, too." The other one snickered.
"The masters are the only |life besides us. They've told
us. Except for life they create, of course. That's why
we're so inportant to them we're the only other
intelligent life in the gal axy."

Jill had heard enough. Fly had often asked what she
woul d do if she got a crack at human traitors. She'd
wonder ed about that, too. Now she had her chance to
find out.

Dr. Ackerman thought Jill was a genius. As young

as she was, she already knew there was a reality
beyond cyberspace, and that reality was just as inpor-
tant when it wasn't virtual! She had many interests—
like chenmistry, for instance.



Whi | e Tweedl edunb and Tweedl edee conti nued

stroking each other, Jill checked the contents of the
ot her boxes. The eneny was using this drugstore as a
place to stockpile . . . everything Jill needed to nake
cyanogen.

The traitors were still chatting and playing their

| ousy music, naking enough noise to cover the

sounds of Jill's nakeshift chemi stry set. They didn't

even hear her setting up the portable battery-powered
fan next to the vent. She conbined the ingredients
and started them cooking. Then she stood well back
fromthe deadly cyanide gas, covering her mouth with
a rag she'd found in the crate with the fan

The | ast words she heard fromthe traitors cane
fromthe deep voice before it wheezed, coughed, and
choked. "The masters say the Earth is the nost

i nportant place in the galaxy to themright now " he
said, "and we're in the center of the action."”

As Jill left the drugstore, she |ooked up at the

dar keni ng sky. "You're on your way to Phobos now.

After that you'll go so far away 1'll probably never see
any of you again. | did those two creeps for you

Good- bye, Albert, Arlene . . . Fly."
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"Earth is not very inmportant.”

"Come agai n?" asked Arl ene.

Sears and Roebuck didn't pick up on her hurt tone.
They were sinply answering nmy question with unfail -

i ng honesty. | wondered if all the Klave were like this.
"They' re not passing val ue judgrments, Arlene," |

said. "If the facts offend our pride, it's not their
fault."

If looks could kill, my best buddy woul d have fried

Fly on a stick. "Don't patronize ne," she sai d—

whi ch was the furthest thing fromny mnd. "I was
surprised, that's all. Wiy would the Freds produce a

ton of dammed nonsters and flood our sol ar system
with themif Earth is not inmportant?"

"Don't ask ne, Arlene. Ask them"

W turned to Sears and Roebuck. They said not h-

ing. So Arlene carefully repeated her diatribe for
them Boy, did they have an answer.

"Earth is skirm sh-zoned. They don't care go to
humans. Gal axy is setting for whole gane. You'd cal
gal actic diplomacy by other means. No war goes to
Earth. Your space is too small. Earth is nove in gane.
Al'l are having you here because you matter. All parts
matter to the Kl ave. Wole gane natters to the . "
He used a word to denote the Freds. There was no
Engli sh equivalent, and a Kl avian word slipped in. To
human ears, it was noi se.

"Is it only the Klave who fight the Freds?" asked

Arl ene. Sears and Roebuck understood well enough

when we spoke of the eneny. For whatever alien
reason, they didn't call them Freds. | hoped | could
persuade themto start using all our words if only so
woul dn't have to listen to a sound that put my teeth
on edge.

In answering Arlene, they used another nail s-on-

t he- bl ackboard sound to describe the |arger group of



aliens of which the Klave forned only a small part.
"All here are opposed to %& @@. "

"Please," said Arlene, "could you call them Freds?
That's a word we can understand.”

"Freds," said our new pal

"See, that didn't hurt." | thanked them

"Sears and Roebuck are real gentlenen," said Ar-

| ene.

S&R smled. It was great finding aliens who could
smle even if it happened to be their version of a
frown (for all we could tell). We didn't ask. We didn't
want to ness with it. They were in there pitching.
They made another noble attenpt in their peculiar
English to give us an education in galactic history.

| never dreamed there was so rmuch goi ng on behi nd

the attack on humanity. Suddenly the zonbies, inps,
denons, ghosts, flying skulls, punpkins, superpunp-

ki ns, hell-princes, steam denons, spider-m nds,

spi der-babies, fatties, bonies, fire eaters, and weird-
ass sea monsters all seened trivial in the grand
schene being laid out for us. The nonsters we fought
were bit players. And why not? Hunmanity was a bit

pl ayer in the galactic chess gane bei ng played out by
the Freds and the nessage aliens.

And suddenly it was clear why we hadn't been

greeted by a brass band and presented with a key to
the city when we arrived. W were not big tinme. But it
was al so evident why we had been invited. W were in

t he bush | eagues, but at |east we were in the gane.
Turned out it wasn't only the old nud ball that

didn't rate star treatnment. There were a | ot nore

i nportant bases than this one. | shook ny head. | was
just a poor old Earth boy on his trip to the big burg.
This was the galactic base to ne, even if it happened
to be in the boondocks.

When | told Sears and Roebuck how | felt, they

| ooked at each other as if they were checking out a
reflection in a mrror. Then they said, "You will be

i nforned soon-tine about |ocation. You won't go to
boondocks, in your words."

They returned to their main thene. Once again

was i npressed that the Kl ave seemed concerned

about all life victimzed by the baddies. So it nade
sense that we did rate special treatnent from Sears
and Roebuck. They were the nmost noble aliens on this
whol e col ossal alien base, but they | ooked as if they'd
just stepped out of a kid' s cartoon

A cartoon | had sonehow mi ssed when | was

growi ng up. Arlene was younger than | was, but she'd
seen a |l ot nore popul ar entertai nnent. She asked ne

why | was so culturally deprived. | knew how to shut
her up: "I was busy preparing nentally, physically,
and spiritually for ny role as cosmc savior. | had no

time to waste tinme on frivolous nmedia entertain-
nment." That showed her

| couldn't wait to find Albert and tell himthe good
news. As soon as Captain Hi dalgo was on his feet
again, he'd have to be briefed. Qur mssion was a
success, after all. W'd found aliens who didn't want
the Freds to occupy our solar system It m ght not
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mean any nore to themthan a village or town in one

of Earth's major wars, but we at |east counted at that
level. W rated Third World treatnment by superior

bei ngs.

The little voice in the back of my head suggested

that Director WIllians would be nore amused by this

di scovery than either Adnmiral Kinmel or Col one

Hooker would be. Hell, 1'd like to see the faces of the
human sellouts if they heard where they rated in the
cosmi ¢ scheme of things.

Then that old nmind reader Arlene asked S&R the
googol pl ex-dol I ar question: "So what are you guys
fighting about ?"

An hour later, by Earth standard tinme, we stil

hadn't grasped what S&R were trying to get across.
Their odd syntax wasn't the problem W weren't

pi cking up on the concepts.

W finally received assistance from an unexpected
quarter: Al bert joined us; he came sw nmm ng through
the air. Not really, of course. It only | ooked that way.
The base had gravity zones and free-fall areas. Wat-
ever the Freds could do on Phobos, the nessage aliens
could do better! Albert was sinply taking the escal a-
tor. He had drifted up near the ceiling of our section
Then he slowy drifted down on a transition-to-
gravity escalator! That's what it was. He noved his
arms and legs as if he were doing the breast stroke,
grinning at us the whole tine.

| hoped he was over his sulk or pout or whatever it
was. | didn't buy the neditation bit. He seenmed eager
to rejoin his buds. And he'd picked a good noment to
nmeet Sears and Roebuck

The nmonent Al bert touched down, he took out a

little purple ball and squeezed it. A duplicate of

Al bert appeared. 1'd seen those toys before. W

t hought we had virtual reality on the old nud ball

The doppel ganger matched Al bert's novenents per-

fectly.
"What's this about?" | asked.
"Trust ne," he said. "I'll tell you later." For the rest

of the time he was with us, his three-di nensiona

i mage aped his novenents a few feet away

Arl ene shrugged. So what if Al bert was playing
ganes to deal with his boredon? She nmade the

i ntroductions: "Sears and Roebuck, 1'd like you to
neet anot her nenber of our team"™

The Magilla Gorilla faces grinned nore wi dely than

| thought possible. Looked as if their heads were in
danger of splitting open. "We encountered these unit
in tinmes going before," they said.

Vll, I'd be dipped in a substance they recycl ed
very effectively here at the alien base. | may have
judged Al bert's neditations too harshly. He waved at
S&R, and both of them waved back.

"We're discoursing the wordage but not reaching
hone plate," said S&R

Al bert hel ped hinself to a glass of water from our
table. "You nust have asked them for background, "

he sai d.

Arlene playfully pulled at Albert's sleeve. He



seened very confortable in the shinmering robes

he'd sel ected. The designs | ooked slightly oriental to
me. "Have you tal ked to them before?"

"Yes."

"Do you understand what the war is about?" she

asked.

Al bert sat in one of the chairs we'd vacated. "Near

as | can make out, they're having a religious war."
S&R had mentioned di pl omacy. It woul d have been

nice if that word had regi stered on Arl ene. She

snorted when Al bert said the r-word. "I'd expect that
fromyou," she said with disdain.
"Arlene!l" | junped in.

"It's all right, Fly," A bert junped right back. "I
can understand why Arlene would react that way."
"Excuse me," she interjected, but despite the words
she didn't sound polite. "Please don't tal k about ne
in the third person when I'mright here."

Al bert wasn't in a nmood to back off. "W've been

doing that with Sears and Roebuck, and they're right
here.”

The man had a point. S&R politely waited for one

of us to address themdirectly. Otherwi se, they didn't
budge and didn't nmake a peep

Al bert regarded Arlene with a strong, steady gaze

I'd never noticed fromhimbefore. |I definitely needed
to rethink my views on neditation

"Arlene," he began softly, "it m ght not be possible
for us to understand why these advanced beings are in
conflict. They have such advanced technol ogy and
powers that they can't possibly need territory or each
other's resources. The war is sone sort of galactic
chess game. It may not be possible for us to grasp the
root reasons for the war. | think the best we can hope
is to make a good anal ogy. Wth ny beliefs, the best |
can do is conpare the situation to two different
branches of the Southern Baptists, or, say, the Sunni
Muslins and Shiite Muslinms. Fromthe inside, there

is a huge chasm Fromthe outside, the distinctions
may seeminsignificant. If you find my analysis unac-
ceptable, we will say nothing nore about it, but I
woul d I'i ke basic courtesy, if possible.™

For the first tinme in their relationship, Al bert gave it
to ny best buddy good and hard. At least, it was the
first time | ever noticed. Al bert allowed hinself to use
a patronizing tone. | thought Arlene had it comni ng
Apparently so did she. "I'msorry, Al bert," she

sai d. "Your explanation hel ps. You know how i npa-
tient | am but that's no excuse to be rude."

"Thank you," he said.

This seermed like a good time to pick up the ball and
run with it. "Sears and Roebuck," | addressed them
"Yes?" they replied.

"Did any of the conversation we just had hel p, uh
clarify the problen? Unless you weren't |istening, that
is. W weren't trying to have a private conversation
right in front of you."

"Private?"

"Well, you know what | nean. Private! | nean, you

have such a large English vocabulary . . . however



you picked it up."

"Free-basing," they said. W all did a big collective
"Huh?" So they tried again: "Data-basing. W draw

on large dictionary stores. Private is the lowest rank in
the Earth army."

"Yes, well," | floundered around. "W'Il return to
that subject at a later tinme." | stared at their comic
faces. They stared right back. "I've forgotten what |
asked you," | adnmitted.

"Religion unclear going to object-subject,” said
Sears and Roebuck. "W are sorry we fail the expora-
tion."

"Expl anation," | corrected them w t hout thinking
about it. Jesus, | was becoming used to their sen-
tences. "I don't nean to criticize you," | continued,
"but we're not getting anywhere. Thanks for trying to
explain."

"Criticize," said S&R "Myvie critics. Book critics.
Art critics. Science-fiction reviewers ..."

Al bert saw the direction before | did. "lIs that it?"
he asked, eagerly. "Do you have aesthetic differences
with the Freds?"

"War going on to hundreds of thousands of years,"”
said S&R. "Go to planetary systens change. Different
races are subjects, objects.”

"How did it begin?" asked Arlene, suddenly as

ent husi astic as Al bert.

"You call them books," said S&R "The Holy

Tests. "

"Texts," | did it again, alnpbst unconsciously.
"Texts," they said. |I felt like giving theman A-plus.
"Books are twelve nmillion years old. The Freds disa-

gree with us."

"Wth the Kl ave?" | asked.

"Al'l of us. Not only Kl ave-us, but all that are here
us. W bring you for going to the war."

"Literary criticism" marveled Arlene. | wasn't

about to forget that she'd been an English major for a
whi | e.

Al bert clapped like a little kid who'd just been given
t he present he al ways want ed—under st andi ng. "The

two sides are literary critics, conquering stellar sys-

tems to pronote their own school of criticism | |ove
it. It's too insane not to love. What is their primry
di sagreement over the twelve-nillion-year-old

books?"

S&R gave us one of their best sentences: "The Freds
want to take the books apart."

Arl ene screamed, but it was a happy kind of

scream "Ch, ny Cod," she said, "they're deconstruc-
tionists!"”

24

"You'll have to fill me in on what that

means, " Fly whispered in ny ear

| was still reeling fromthe inplications of what 1'd
blurted out. |I looked at Fly with the bl ankest stare in
nmy repertoire. "You mean deconstructionisn?" |

asked.

"Yeah. "

| wasn't about to admit to the great Fly Taggart that



| had very little idea. | didn't conplete nmy college
work. | was afraid that if | started collecting degrees
inthe liberal arts it would handicap me for life in the
real world. But 1'd picked up a few buzzwords. Tine

to bluff nmy way through

"Deconstructionismis what it sounds like," | said.
"Professors of literature take apart texts and exam ne
them™

"How s that different from what other professors

do?" Fly wanted to know. He was so prejudi ced

agai nst the typical product of our institutions of

hi gher learning that | wondered why he was punpi ng

me at all. 1'd becone the official exception to his
belief that coll ege damaged the m nd

One nore comment and |'d exhaust ny store of

i nformation on the subject: "Well, they come up with

di fferent nmeanings than the authors intended." I'd

shot ny bolt. Before Fly could ask for el aboration and
exanples, | threw nyself on the nercy of the aliens.
"I'"'msure Sears and Roebuck can take it fromthere,"

| said, "with all the information about our world
they're carrying in their handsome heads."

"Nice try," said Albert as he endeavored to keep a
straight face. | wouldn't put it past himto know

pl enty about the subject, but 1'll bet he was still sore
about ny sarcasmearlier. Dunmb Arlene! Dunb.

Besi des, what we really needed to know was what was

in those old books, if we could understand themat all.
Sears and Roebuck did not rescue ne. Their heads

were full of information about our |anguage, but they
had a talent for confusion at the nost inappropriate
times. Like now

"Deconstruction," they said, "is the article 'de
precedi ng the noun, 'construction,' as in deconstruc-
tion of a house."

Great. They were doing a Chico Marx routine! Fly

and Al bert both lost it about then and broke out

| aughing. Well, if they could laugh at Magilla CGorill as,
so could I. Qur alien buds didn't join in, but I don't
think they were of fended. They didn't understand our
hunor. Not surprising, really. Hunmor is the last part
of a culture to be internalized by an outsider, if even
then. If there was such a phenonenon as Kl ave

hunor, we were just as unlikely to pick up on it.

Al bert cane to the rescue. | wondered how nuch

time he'd spent with S&R while | thought he was off
brooding. He nade it sinple: "We're tal king about a
literary theory. The Freds have one. Your side has
another. |If you | ook up deconstructionismin a histo-
ry of literature you will probably find an opposi ng
theory that night describe your side in this galactic
war . "

Wth a little nudge in the right direction, S&R

could work wonders. "Justice a mnute," they said.

"We | earn with going to photogenic menory. Decon-
struction is not what we said. W understand the
differential."

It was nmy turn to whisper in Albert's ear. | wanted

to be friendly with the big lug and nake sure | was
forgiven. "I can't decide if Sears and Roebuck are



harder to understand when they think they under-
stand us."

"Anen," he said. | was at |east half forgiven.

"We know what the Kl ave are being in the war,"

said S&R.

The suspense was killing ne, even if Fly's eyes were
begi nning to get that special bored | ook right before
he started rocking and rolling.

"You are what?" | pronpted S&R

"We are hyperrealists,” they said. "W | eave books

t oget her . "

"And you | eave worlds al one,” Al bert finished,

pl eased at the direction our conversation had taken
S&R were on a roll. "Wen your unit is restored, we
go to Fred invasion base and continue your part in the
war. W will fighting with you."

It took a noment for me to realize what they were
tal ki ng about. Qur unit included Captain Hidalgo. 1'd
never thought we'd travel these incredible distances
only to pick up two new nmenbers for our fire team |
wonder ed how Hi dal go woul d deal with this devel op-
nment .

"How far away is this base?" asked Al bert.

| al most chided Al bert but caught mysel f. How

could we ask the distance to the Freds when we didn't
know where the hell we were? | couldn't understand
the reluctance of the aliens to give us the straight of
Could Albert be trying to trick S&R into reveal i ng our
| ocati on?

Whet her intended or not, that was the result. "The
Fred base is two hundred bright-years away," they

sai d.

"Light-years," Fly corrected them If he kept this
up, he mght have a great career ahead of him... as
an editor!

| figured it was nmy turn. "That doesn't tell us how
far the Freds are fromour solar system™

S&R answered i medi ately: "Two hundred |ight-

years."

VWhile | marvel ed at anot her passable reply from

our hosts, Fly picked up on the content. "Excuse ne,"
he said in his I-really-can't-take-any-nore-surprises
voi ce. "What did you just say?"

S&R said, "Two hundred light-years."

"That's the distance fromthis base?" Fly asked.

S&R nodded. They'd at |east picked up one of our
human traits. "The distance from our solar systenP"
he nailed the coffin shut. They nodded agai n.

Fl'y sounded so cal mand reasonable that | feared

for all of our lives. This was worse than when he
found out about the month and a half of travel tine
on the Bova.

"Just so |'mabsolutely clear,"” he said, "regarding
the location of this galactic base, we are | ocated
exactly where?"

If Sears and Roebuck had seened |ike cartoon
characters before, the inpression was even nore
pronounced now. There was one word they had
apparently missed in their extensive study of the
Engli sh | anguage: "oops."

it.



S&R didn't hold back any longer: "W are past the
orbit of Pluto-Charon."

"Way didn't you tell us this before?" | asked.

"Need to know," they said. "Hidalgo part of your

unit will be returned to you soon, and unit conpl etes
all.”

"It was getting about time to tell us anyway,"

Al bert translated hel pfully.

"Let me get this straight,"” said Fly, oblivious to al
ot her subjects until he was satisfied on this one.

"We' ve been convinced of the relative uninportance

of the Earth in the big scheme of things. So it cones as
a shock to learn you have this space nuseum parked
just outside our insignificant solar system™

| thought Fly was laying it on a bit thick. |I would
have told himto take a stress pill and cal m down ..

if we'd had any stress pills. S&R didn't seemclued in
to human frustration

When Fly cal ned down, S&R attenpted to expl ain.

One thing 1'll say for ny pal, when he finds out he's
been off the wall on something, he takes his nedicine
like a trooper. Hell, like a marine.

Naturally, we all believed we'd travel ed many |ight-
years to get to this base. Nope. Wong about that. W
thought it a strong possibility that we'd been in transit
for many years, Earth standard time. Nope. Wong

agai n. Several other assunptions were shot down in

flames as well. | renenbered the director saying there
was no way to pinpoint the |ocation of the secret base,
and | recall Jill teasing him about that. How desper-

ately Warren Wlliams wanted to unl ock the secrets of
the stars.

The poor nman woul d probably be as di sappoi nted

as Fly to learn that there is no such thing as faster-
than-1ight travel. Many peopl e have never imagi ned

ot herwi se, but nobst of them would not imagine a
galactic war with a nyriad of alien races either. Up to
this nmoment on the gigantic gal actic base—which
happened to be parked in our own backyard—+

woul d have thought a gal actic war must prove the

exi stence of FTL.

I'd grown up reading all of the great SF witers.

E. E. Doc Smith and his inertialess drive. John W
Canpbel | Jr. and a dozen clever ways to get around
Einstein's speed Iimt. Arthur C. Carke with a bag of
tricks the others had m ssed. The discovery of a
galactic war without faster-than-light travel blew ny
m nd nore conpletely than the spider-mnd carcass

Fly and | had plastered all over Deinos.

S&R finally succeeded in explaining the reality to

us. Fly wasn't even all that nuch of a science-fiction
fan, and he took the news really hard. It mnust have
been all those Star Trek shows that not even he could
have m ssed seeing. O maybe it was just his romantic
sense of adventure. W felt as if we'd travel ed across
the universe, and then we find out we're next door to
t he ol d nei ghborhood. Al bert didn't seem bothered at
all. There are no articles of faith about FTL outside of
science-fiction conventions.

It was hard work extracting facts from S&R, but



they were ready and willing if we were. Reality was
like this: first of all, there is no such thing as hyper-
space. Hyper kids like Jill, yes. Space, no. Everything
happens at relativistic velocities. Wien we went

t hrough the Gate on Phobos, the trip took us al npst
seven and a half hours by Earth standard tine,
traveling just under |ight-speed as beans of coherent,
sel f-focusing information

The gal actic chess game stretched out over mllen-
nia. W hadn't asked yet, but | was ready to bet the
farmthat sone of these suckers lived a freakin' |ong
time. It alnmost had to be that way. O herw se how
could individuals maintain interest in their bl ood-
drenched ganes?

It had taken the Freds nore than two hundred of

our years to reach Earth in the beginning! This was
nmy i dea of |ong-range planning. This was ny idea of
an inpl acabl e foe.

These guys got off by critiquing twelve-mllion-
year-ol d books and fighting over which inportant
commentator correctly interpreted them Jeez, | won-
dered how many alien races had been exterm nated
because of a bad review? At tinmes the struggle had
erupted into full-scale warfare. It didn't make Fly,
Al bert, or ne feel any better to learn that now was a
relatively calmperiod with only occasional brush
wars al ong the borders.

MIlions of rotting human corpses were al npst

over| ooked. The nonsters sent by the Freds to either
end or enslave nmankind were just one nore nove in

the lit-crit game. As we painfully pieced together the
story of life in the galaxy, | had the weird feeling that
the Freds took the human race nore seriously than

any of the "good guys." OCh, we'd connected with

S&R. Maybe the entire Kl ave operated at their high

| evel of ethics and decency. But even so, the best we
could expect fromour allies was a chance to be

mari nes agai n.

The Freds had sent hundreds, thousands, maybe
mllions of their denpnic nonsters to clean hunani-
ty's clock. Sinple human pride nmade ne feel for the
first—and | hoped the last—tinme that the Freds were

a worthy foe. They nmust be scared of us. The decon-
structionists thought we m ght deconstruct them The
hyperrealists were busy with their own shit.
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"I love you."

Arl ene touched ny face and said, "You didn't have

to do this."

| thought 1'd never get her alone. Then Fly obliged
me by wandering off with Sears and Roebuck. They

were still trying to explain to himwhy we exist in a
sub-1ight Einsteinian universe. Arlene was too de-
pressed to want to hear the details just now

Besides, | could turn off nmy Al bert-projector right

now. It was disconcerting to watch nyself. | wasn't al
that vain, and | didn't want to watch nyself all the
time. OF course, |I'd had a very good reason for

bringing the device. 1'd spent tinme with S&R first and
pi cked up a lot about their peculiarities. | could tel



Arlene and Fly about that later. Shop tal k. Business.
The mi ssion.

Meanwhi | e, somet hing nore inportant concerned

me: my opportunity to be alone with Arlene! Qur
little spat was forgotten as she held up her gold ring. |
think I saw the hint of a tear in a corner of her eye.
The ring was attached to a neckl ace.

"How di d you manage this?" she asked. The origi-

nal ring had vani shed along with everything el se when
we went through the Gate.

"Sears and Roebuck," | said. "We couldn't ask for
better guardi an angel s.™

She nodded in acknow edgnent. "How much tine

did you spend with thembefore Fly and | met then®?"
"Enough. "

She chuckl ed. "You don't like giving away the
details of your surprise.”

"You can figure it out. Sears and Roebuck have

nore tricks up their sleeves than only synthesizing
food for us. They synthesized the ring when |I asked.
only had to give themthe details. | didn't ask for a
new set of dog tags."

"Il live. Tell me, did you nake any attenpt to

di stingui sh Sears from Roebuck?"

"Didn't seemworth the trouble.”

"I know what you mean. Did you ask themto keep

the ring a secret until you could surprise nme?"

"No. Once they nade the ring, they gave it to ne.

Now it was ny business. Besides, |I'mnot sure they'd
be very good at keeping secrets. They don't seemto
have a privacy concept."

"I was wondering about that. |I don't think they

under stand our concept of individuality, either. The
Kl ave sounds like a collectivist society.”

"O nore than that," | added.

"Yeah. | wonder how far the collectivismgoes. It
woul d be interesting to find out."

She stopped, waiting for me to say sonething.

nerely regarded her and |listened to my heart beat.
Then | deliberately | ooked away. W were standi ng

cl ose together over by the rail next to the floating
table. Overhead an aquariumdrifted, the sea crea-
tures within swiming lazily. My soul felt a great

peace. | was finally wi tnessing strange things from

other worlds, and | didn't have to destroy anything.

didn't have to take out the trash. | didn't need to fire a
rocket overhead and spill fish guts all over ny | ady

| ove.

| was tired of shop talk. | waited for Arlene to bring

the subject back to us. The ring did it. Her eyes went
frommne down to the gold circle in her hand and

t hen back up agai n.

"This means the world to ne," she said. "The

universe." She said it as if she nmeant it.

I wished she had Iong hair instead of a high-and-
tight. Hawaii Base had a barber, dammt! Wth | ong
hair, a strand would occasionally fall into her eye and
| could brush it out. She brought out ny fatherly side.
I wouldn't violate ny beliefs for her, but that didn't
make ne sexually repressed. Wienever appropriate,



i ntended to rem nd her of my proposal

She didn't nmake it easy. Fly kept saying she was the
bravest man he knew. The conparisons to a man were
nost appropriate. She had the norality of a typica
nmodern man. My problem Her problem

"Al bert," she said huskily, "have you reconsidered
nmy offer?"

"Arl ene, have you reconsidered ny proposal ?"

She started to respond but |eft her nmouth open in

m d-response. She | ooked cute that way. Then she got
the words out: "You used the p-word."

"Sure did."

"Who would marry us?"

"Captain Hidalgo is the captain of our 'ship.' The
nmedbot says he's recovering."

"I can just imagine how he'd react if we asked him
to tie the knot."

| disagreed. "The captain has grown a lot on this
mssion. He's a better man. Hi s horizons have ex-
panded. "

"Be hard not to change out here," she joked. |

didn't laugh. There were tinmes to be serious and this
was one of them "Arlene, will you marry ne?"

I could tell she was disappointed in nme. W were

pl aying a gane where | wasn't supposed to be so
direct. It was okay for her to suggest any nunber of
| ewd acts, and that was acceptable. There was one
rule, actually: | wasn't supposed to use the p-word.
She wasn't Fly's tough guy this tine, not when she
used ny least favorite line of nodern wonen: "It

woul dn't be fair to you." | don't think there has been
a wonan since time began who believed that particu-
lar sentinent.

"I don't believe in fair. | believe in prom ses. You're
a wonman of your word. You honor your comit-

nments. W both know that. You're afraid to make a
conmi tment you doubt you can keep."

"Then why do you keep asking ne?"

| shrugged. "W belong together. | feel it in ny
bones. "

She sighed. "We can't plan for the future.”

| took her by the hand, and she nmade a fist over the
ring. "Arlene, marriage isn't about planning for the
future. It's a promi se that can last five mnutes or fifty
years. Be honest. You're not afraid we won't have
enough time together. You're afraid we'll have too
nmuch. "

She pul |l ed away so quickly the necklace dangling
fromher fist got caught on ny thunmb. It |ooked as if

we were attached by an unbilical cord . . . and then
we were separ at ed.
She sounded like a little girl when she said, "I |ove

you, Al bert, but don't ever tell ne how!l feel. O what
I"mafraid of."

W' d faced the worst denons together. We'd

sprayed death and destructi on anong the uglies from

t he deep beyond. But the gulf between us was deeper

and darker and scarier than a steam denon's rear

end.

This time we were rescued by Sarge—good ol d



Fl ynn Taggart. He was back fromhis l[atest S&R
sessi on.

He was cheerful, at least. "If this keeps up, I'm
trying out for a new career as translator to the stars.
Captain Hidalgo will be with us in tinme for dinner

Sears and Roebuck have laid out the plan to ne."
"Shoul dn't they have waited until dinnertinme for

our briefing?" | asked.
He shook his head. "Not these guys, Albert. They
figure what they say to one of us goes for all. | don't

bel i eve there are any ranks anong the Kl ave."

W waited for Arlene to say sonmething. W'd gotten
in the habit. | nust have upset her mnore than
realized. She didn't contribute. So | asked, "Do you
think the captain will want us to be good marines
when he's restored to us?"

| didn't mean to sound sarcastic. | had nothing

agai nst the captain. Arlene could vouch for that.
when she wasn't pissed with me. But Fly took it as
sarcasm

"His call, mster! The captain is in comand."
"Yes," Arlene finally spoke up. "Hidalgo is respon-
sible for acconplishing the m ssion. W must do our
best to support him"

Fl'y and she exchanged | ooks. There was a bond

bet ween t hem that nothing could ever weaken, includ-
ing marriage.

"What did you learn from Sears and Roebuck?" she
asked.

Fly told us.

W woul d acconpany S&R on a little junket to the
Fred base. The mi ssion objective was sonme kind of
super science weapon capable of initiating a resonant
feedback that would wi pe out all the conputer sys-
tems of the bad guys.

Sounded good to nme, but there was a hitch. The
eneny base was twenty |ight-years away, and it had
been hamered into all of us that Star Trek was

wi shful thinking. There were only slow boats to

Chi na.

The journey would take twenty years! Then it

woul d take anot her twenty years for the feedback
virus to be transmitted to all the Fred conputers. The
virus could only be installed on the systemat the

base. | wished we had Jill with us.

| had earned passing grades in school. |I'd nmade
change when | worked a cash register for nmy first rea
job. 1 could add nunbers. Forty years!

"We' || spend the rest of our lives on this mission," |

bl urted out.

"No," said Fly cheerfully. "That's what | thought,
too. It's not going to be that bad. W may not have
FTL, but we do have access to ships that travel fast

enough for our purposes. The trip will only be a few
weeks of subjective tine, even though it will count as
forty Earth-years."

"What will Jill look Iike by the time we get back?"

wondered Arlene.
W took a monent to nmull that one over. Then Fly
resurmed his presentation on how to save the universe



in one sinple |l esson. The plan sounded a | ot nore
feasi bl e than sonme of the other things we'd done.

W woul d | eave the ship in orbit around a noon
outside the Fred detection zone. On that noon was an
experinmental teleportation device based on Gate
technol ogy. W coul d use the experinenta

tel eporter—theoretically, and by the grace of God—
to reach the Fred base wi thout the need of a receiver
pad on the other end. As we'd di scovered on Phobos,
teleporters let you keep your gear. The plan ought to
wor k.

As it turned out, the nessage aliens, the hyperreal-
ists, had first discovered the Gates sone three hun-
dred thousand years ago and had been doi ng i nprove-
nments ever since. Yes, discovered. No one knew who
originally invented the Gates. The estimates for the
ol dest ones were the kind of nunbers that give ne a
headache. There was an astrononmer on TV who used

to talk about "billions and billions" of years.

So what if this node of travel had a few bugs in it?
So did the Anerican transportation system+the best
the Earth had ever known.

1 threw out a question: "Did you find out how the
Freds took our guys by surprise? That's been trou-
bling me ever since Sears and Roebuck started giving
out with the history | essons.”

Fly picked up a red ball from his unfinished neal

off the floating table. | couldn't stand the taste of
t hose things and hoped they'd come up with sone-
thing better real soon now.

Al'l of a sudden he had a devilish expression. "I
wonder if | could throwthis all the way up to the zero-
g zone you used to coast in, Albert."

"Probably, but it wouldn't be polite.”

Arlene agreed with ne. "Don't do that, Fly."

"Well, they nust have a renarkabl e garbage-

di sposal system " he said, "but | haven't see it work
yet."

"Let's not find out it consists of enslaved marines,"
Arl ene suggested wisely. | was glad to see her sense of
hunor r et urni ng.

"Point nade," he said, popping the sphere into his
nmout h, and maki ng a face before he swallowed. "I

shoul d've pitched it. Let me answer Al bert. These
aliens have a very interesting idea of a surprise attack
| wouldn't want to hire any of themas taxi drivers.
Takes too long to get a cab now They take forever to
change anyt hing! Once they achieved civilization it
took mllions of years for themto make the sane
amount of progress we did in—+ don't knowsay,

ten thousand years?"

Arl ene whistled. "Slow |earners.”

"Yeah," Fly continued. "Wich is one reason the

Fred attack took them by surprise. Sears and Roebuck
say the attack cane a | ot sooner than expected—enly
thirty thousand years after the good guys established
their observation base."

"Just like yesterday," | threwin. "So tell me, Fly,
do you know what sort of opposition we may expect

on our new mi ssion?"



"Yes, Albert. After describing to Sears and Roebuck
sone of our adventures, |ike how we took down the
spider-mnd on the train, they said one thing."
"W're all ears,"” hinted Arlene, doing herself an

i njustice.
"They said, 'You ain't seen nothing yet!""
26

| opened ny eyes to a terrifying sight. A

pul sing pole | ooned over me, its mad eye blinking.
There was a whirring sound, and | tasted copper in

nmy mouth. And then sonething darted on the edge of

nmy peripheral vision. It seemed to be circling, waiting
t o pounce.

Then the pol e-thing noved out of the way so the

flying thing could attack! | tried to nove, but ny

linbs were imobile. | tried to shout for help but ny
throat was frozen. Right before the airborne object
smashed into ny face, | saw ... a face on a blue ball

A friendly face. A blue sphere. It was another of the
bl ue spheres that had saved ny life before. Now it was
happeni ng again. If this kept up, |I'd think about

taking sone vitamins. | wasn't used to being an

i nval id.

The blue engulfed me, and | felt like a mllion bucks
again. Then |I could nove all | wanted. | sat up and

saw Corporal Arlene Sanders.

"Wl come back," she said.

"Do you mind if I put on sonme clothes?"

"No, sir," she said. Was that a smile pulling at the
coners of her nmouth? | was definitely alive.

The team | ooked one hundred percent. Watever

Taggart, Sanders, and Gallatin had been doing while
was | aid up must have been good for them They had

so many things to tell nme that formality would sinply
have gotten in the way. W were so far outside normal
m ssion paraneters that | realized the old adage of
Cordon Dickson fully applied: "Adapt or die." The
chal l enge was sinmply to keep Fly, Arlene, and Al bert
frominterrupting each other as they took turns filling
me in on the state of the mission as we ate our chow.
Mot her of Mary! What had we gotten oursel ves

into? I wondered how many incredible things | was
supposed to swallow along with the red things that
tasted like very old tomatoes preserved in vinegar. Fly
assured me they'd pronmi sed new and i nproved food
soon. Arlene and Al bert seconded the notion. If a
sergeant and two corporals believed that strongly in

something, | was going to eat all the little red things I
could right now
Seriously, | was pleased and i npressed by what

they had done while | was subject to the tender

m ni strations of what Arlene called the nedical ro-
bot. Waking up to see sonething |like that was not an
experience to recomend.

No sooner had | gotten used to the nedbot than

al ong came Sears and Roebuck. | was glad they were
on our side. | wouldn't want to bl ow away anyt hi ng

t hat | ooked the way they did.

"We are glad your unit is conplete,” they told us.
I'd never had nore unusual dinner conpani ons. They



ate little pyram ds made out of sone gel ati nous
subst ance. The pyram ds were the exact same col or

bl ue as the spheres that kept saving ny life.

Arl ene warned ne not to eat any food that wasn't
human- approved. She needn't have worried. Being

fire teamleader didn't mean | had to conmt suicide.
| wanted to hang around for the mission with our new
alien allies.

The nedbot wouldn't |eave ny side until it was
convinced ny recovery was conplete. Wile we
munched, it volunteered sone information. "For
sanmpl es of Hono sapiens, all of you are recom
mended for upcomng missions of a mlitary nature.”
"W shoul d hope so," | said.

"You are dopani ne types."

" Huh?"

"It is a neurotransmitter strongly linked to seeking
out adventure. You have many exon repetitions of the
dopam ne receptor gene. The genetic link to the D4
receptor. "

"Wait a minute," interjected Albert. "Are you

saying we are chemically programmed to want to kick
denoni ¢ butt?"

"Yes," said the nedbot.

Arl ene cl apped her hands. "This isn't one of those
pussy robots that says things like 'It does not com
pute.' This one's got English down."

"And wit hout even going to college,” sneered Fly.
"That's a cheap shot," Arlene threw back

"Why do you do that?" asked the nedbot.

"Do what?" asked Arlene.

"Call me a robot. I'"'mnot a toaster. I'mnot a VCR
I'"mnot a ship's guidance conputer."”

Arlene raised an eyebrow and asked, "Wat are

you, then?"

"Organic tissues. Carbon-based life, the same as

you. "
"What's your nane?" | asked the barber pole. Its
answer did not translate into English. | tried nmy hand

at diplomacy. "Wuld you mind if we continued
calling you, uh, medbot?"

"No. That's a fine name. Please don't call nme a
robot."

Sears and Roebuck got us back on track. "Your unit
and our unit are ready soon go to war." Their English
m ght need work, but the nmeaning was clear. W

shoul dn't quarrel anong ourselves, even if we were
the type to seek out thrills and variety.

Sears and Roebuck | ooked at each other. They sure
as hell appeared to be one character |ooking hinself
over in the mrror. They reached some kind of a
decision and left the table, saying, "W are going to
el sewhere. W are returning to here."

Wil e they were absent, an alien who coul d have
passed for a dol phin on roller skates with one arm
snaki ng out of its head scooted over w th another
course of the dinner. This stuff |ooked al nmost |ike
Earth food. It could have been enchil adas.

"Who is going to try this first?" | asked.

"Rank has its privileges," said Fly, the w se guy.



A Mexi can standoff. Arlene played hero and took

the first bite. I wish we'd had a canera to take her
picture. "That's horrible," she said, doing things with
her face that could have made her pass for one of the
al i ens.

"Il try it," said Albert, proving there really was

| ove between these two. It's not like they could keep it
a secret. He proved hinself a credit to his faith. Hs
face didn't change at all, but the words sounded as if
t hey were being pushed through a very fine strainer
"That is awful, but famliar sonmehow. "

"Yes," Arlene agreed. "I can alnost place it."

"This is not what | had in mnd," Fly conplai ned
before he even tried it. "The nmess was supposed to

i mprove."

"It is a mess," agreed Arlene.

While Fly worked up his nerve, | tried the food. It
sure as hell didn't taste |like an enchil ada, but I
recogni zed the flavor right away. "Caranmba! No won-
der you recognize the flavor. It's choline chloride."
The worst-tasting stuff this side of hell.

"Ch, no," said Fly, who had passed up eating the

red balls while he waited for the "good stuff."

We'd all had to take choline chloride as a nutrition-
al supplement. It was part of light drop training. The
others remenbered it fromthen. | was still using it, or
had been right up to departure. The stuff was used by
bodybui l ders; it was as good for muscle tone as it was
bad for the taste buds.

"I wonder what's for dessert," Fly said hopefully.
Sears and Roebuck returned with the final course. But
it wasn't sonmething to eat.

"W have bringing you space suits for your unit,"

t hey sai d.

"Why have you brought us suits?" | asked, unable

to recogni ze anything like space gear. They were
carrying one thin box that woul d've been perfect for
delivering a king-size pizza with everything on it.

"So you are going to your new spaceship," they
announced. | wondered what |'d think of an alien
craft. | already mssed that old tub, the Bova.

"Where are the suits?" asked Arlene.

One of them opened the box. The other pulled out

what appeared to be | arge sheets of Saran Wap. And

all I could think was: | shoul d' ve stayed in bed.

| never thought I'd say this about an officer, but I
was gl ad Hi dalgo was with us again. He'd started out

a typical martinet butthead. Now he insisted on being

a human being. | guess if you drop an officer into a
world of aliens and weird creatures, he has no choice
but to turn human. The base nust have been affecting

me as well: Fly Taggart, the officer's pal

Ever since we'd travel ed over the rainbowI'd

st opped worrying about Arlene's attitude toward Hi-
dalgo. I'd worried what | would do if the guy turned
out to be another Wens. Despite my conpl ai ni ng,

didn't think I could just stand by and |l et Arlene space
a fellow marine. Didn't seemright sonehow, even to

an officer. | wasn't sure the end of civilization as we
knew it neant open season on fragging officers. Any-



way, it was ancient history now W were a teamin
every sense of the word.

When S&R presented us with the high-tech space

suits, it was a test for Hi dalgo's command abilities.
He'd been laid up for nost of the tour of wonders, but
he knew we weren't crazy when we briefed him

Al of us had a nmoment of thinking S&R were

pl aying a joke on us. Hi dalgo was in comand. He

had to decide that we were going all the way with our
alien buds. W'd nmoved into a real mwhere ignorance
could be fatal. The captain made the decision that
counted, the sane one we'd reached in our hearts and

m nds. Al bert had the right word: "faith." W put our
faith in the twin Magilla Gorillas.

O course, we could rationalize anything. It wasn't
until we were outside the base that | really believed
the suits worked. We zipped up the damed t hi ngs

i ke sandwi ch bags that | prayed wouldn't turn into
body bags.

Inside the airlock, we felt ridiculous. The transpar-
ent material draped around us |ike bad Hal |l oneen
costumes. Only two parts of the suit were distinguish-
able fromthe Saran Wap. The helnmet was like a

hood, hangi ng of f the whol e body of the material. The
belt was like a solid piece of plastic. And that was it!
"Where's the air supply?" asked Arlene. S&R said

it was in the belt.

"Where are the retros for getting around?" | asked.

Sane answer.

"How about conmuni cators?" Hi dal go wanted to

know Ditto. And ditto.

Only one question nerited a different response.

"How tough is this material ?" asked Al bert.

"Can be damaged," said S&R Nothing wong with

that sentence. Just the chilling rem nder that however
advanced these suits were, they didn't elimnate risk
Once we were outside, the suits puffed up. W were
confortably cool inside them Light was no probl em

even though the sun was only a bright star at this

di stance. The base gave us all the light we needed. If
we' d been in an orbit closer to hone, we could have

| ooked directly at old Sol and our eyes woul dn't have
been fried. W were protected fromall cosmic radia-
tion. Hell, I wished PO2 Jennifer Steven could have

one of these in her |ocker.

The first thing | noticed was a famliar constell a-
tion. Sure, the constellations were in slightly different
locations in the sky. My sky. Fly sky. If there were

pi cture windows in the base | would have figured out
that we weren't as far fromhome as | thought.

The second thing I noticed was the ship S&R had

prom sed us. It was right next to the base, and it was a
big mother. The light fromthe base outlined it clearly,
like a spotlight. W could nmake out all sorts of details.
There were bl ack shadows crisscrossing the ice.

Yeah, the ice. S&R had briefed us on all Kkinds of
interesting details, such as the craft having an ion
drive, the engine taking up nost of the space. They'd
negl ected to nention that the entire ship was encased
in a gigantic block of ice. The little voice in the back



of nmy head nmade me pronise to ask why when we

returned to base, unless soneone beat ne to the

$64, 000 question.

S&R were carrying a small object with a box on one

end and a tube on the other. They'd told us the little
whatsit was actually a fusion-punped | aser torch. The
rest of us carried nothing at all, so whatever could be
done fell squarely on the shoul ders of the dynamc

duo. They reached the ice cube first and turned on
their powerful toy.

W were busy mastering the use of the suits. It was
hard to believe how much conpressed gas was in

those belts. Wien | snapped ny right arm strai ght
forward—n the same nmotion | would have used to

kni f e sonebody—+he wrap becanme hard around the

forearm By twisting my hand | could activate the
retros. Armforward, suit forward. Arm back, suit

back. Neat!

Al bert was the first of us to naster the suit. Co,

mari ne! So he boosted hinself over to help S&R

Arl ene was next to get the hang of it well enough to
joinin. | had the idea that S&R didn't need any hel p.
W were all along for the ride, to see the operation
and to becone used to a higher-quality space suit.

W coul d hear each other's voices as clearly as if we
were back in the "cafeteria." H dalgo said a word or
two, but he wasn't trying to tell S&R their business. |
didn't see any need to horn in. | hung back, taking the
watch, in case a space nmonster showed up or sone-

t hi ng.

When | heard the popping sound, | didn't realize it

was inside Albert's helmet. | heard Arlene screamhis
nane before | realized what had happened. There was
debris nmaking it hard to see. Then | pieced it together
Al bert had been hit by the |aser
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"Al bert!"

| couldn't believe it as | reached out to him He
called ny nane faintly inside his hood: "Arlene,

Arl ene . "

The alien suits were so advanced that they seened

like nmagic. But here was a grimrem nder there was
not hi ng supernatural about them Wile S&R used

t he fusion-punped | aser torch, a high pressure bubble
had ruptured. The expl osi on had conpronised Al -

bert's suit. 1'd started to think the material couldn't
be torn. Then, adding injury to injury, he was burned
by the | aser.

Sears and Roebuck switched off the torch as | held

on to Albert. | saw himgrimace through the hood and
heard hi s choki ng gasp. Fl ecks of blood appeared on
his face. | couldn't tell if the blood was com ng up

fromhis waist injury or if he was bl eeding fromhis
head. As he gasped, trying to catch his breath, | saw
bl ood trickle fromhis gums. Hi s face turned white.
"CGet that man inside!" Hidal go ordered

S&R didn't nove as | grabbed Al bert, doing ny

best to ignore his groans. Suddenly Fly was beside ne,
hel ping ne. | could hear Hi dalgo's voice, talking to
the aliens.



"They've got him" he said. "You can resune the
operation."” S&R were as silent as the depths of space.
| couldn't bother with that now M hands were full

In a situation like this, the nbst dangerous thing any
of us could do would be to panic. Fly kept repeating,
"Take it easy," but he didn't need to. | wlled nyself

to nove slowy and carefully. W were still getting the
hang of the suits. There m ght be features that would
surprise us ... and spell Albert's death while we spun

around trying to figure out which way was up.

W coasted toward the open lock as if we had all the
time in the universe. The |l ock was a port in the storm
Momentum coul d be a nonster or a friend, so we

didn't hurry, despite the irrational child deep inside
me demandi ng instant gratification

Floating to the hospital. First aid for a brave

marine. W wouldn't let Albert die. Wonder what they
do with corpses in the alien base? Do they jettison
then? Do they recycle then?

No! I wouldn't let nyself think that way. Al bert had
hel ped mow down zonbi es, smash spi der-ni nds,

bl ow away st eam denons, kick bony butt, and eat

punpkin pie. No freakin' way was it going to end

NOW.

All we had to do was race against tinme and pay
attention to the laws of physics. W didn't have to run
and duck, fire and fall back, or even take turns on
watch. We sinmply had to fall through the quiet gulfs of
eternity, sailing between the stars, aimng not at a
barrel of poison sludge but at a black dot that grew in

size until it became the open hatchway only a few feet
away.

Pi ece of cake.

W cycled through the lock. | was so worried about

Al bert that | barely noticed that his suit had al ready
repaired itself. Unfortunately, the regenerative pow
ers of the Plastic Wap did not transfer to human

ti ssue.

"The bl ue spheres,"

said Fly as we stripped of f our

hoods.
"Yes! Ch, ny God, you're brilliant. W've got to
contact the nedbot right away." In another mnute

|'d be babbling.

W hunped back to the main section of the base as
we carried Al bert between us. We'd left his suit on. It
m ght not be a cure-all but as it resealed itself it
hel ped stop the bl eedi ng.

Medbot found us!

Its voice had al ways been pleasant. Now it was

music to ny ears: "Sears and Roebuck sent a message.
Part of your unit has been damaged."

| slowed down, caught ny breath, tried to be
coherent. "W need your help. W need one of those,
oh, you know-+the blue spheres that help sick

peopl e. "
"They are called soul spheres.™
"How . . . appropriate,"” whispered Al bert, hangi ng

on the edge of consciousness.
"Yes," Fly got into the act. "Like the one you used
on Hidal go."



The nmedbot's voice was unenotional but not a
nmonotone. It could have been ny imagi nation, but I

t hought it sounded sorry when it said, "That was the
| ast one."

"What ?" | asked, knowing full well what |'d just

hear d.

"This base is stripped down," it said. "W have al
the necessities, but we are operating with a m ni mum
of supplies."”

Al this tine | thought we'd been in a transgal actic
Hlton. This was their idea of roughing it? Maybe that
was why we were having to thaw a spaceship out of a
bl ock of ice.

"This part of your unit will live," said the nedbot.
More nmusic to ny ears. "He will require a | onger
recovery tinme wthout a soul sphere.™

| was afraid to ask how long. Wiile | pondered the
qguestion, the nmedbot started to take himaway.

"Wait!" Albert called out weakly. "I have to tel
t hem sonet hi ng. "
"\What ever you have to say will wait, big guy," said

Fly. "You just get on the nend."

"No, I've got to tell you this," said Al bert, his voice
growi ng stronger. "It'll save you valuable tine dealing
with Sears and Roebuck. Should have nmentioned it to
you earlier but the situation hadn't changed yet."
"Later," said Fly as the medbot began carting ny

Al bert away.

He told the nmedico to hold up a mnute. He hit us
with: "Hidalgo can talk to themwhile it's just them
the sane as you did, Fly. But | found out sonething
when | had them synthesize the ring for Arlene,
because we interacted with other aliens on the base.
There's a trick to getting along with Sears and Roe-
buck. They think we're a group entity."

"I"d suspected the collectivismmght go that deep,"

| admitted.

"Not collectivism" said Albert. "They're part of a
true collective. A completely different thing! They can
only understand group entities forned from powers

of two—pairings of individual entities. They really
can't understand three people operating as a unit."
So that was why Al bert brought the hol opi cture of

hi nsel f when he joined our session with S&R But
surely they nmust have realized it was sonme kind of
virtual reality trick. O maybe S&R just perversely
refused to deal wi th unacceptable combinations. A

cul tural thing.

"You require nedical attention," said the nedbot.

It sounded testy. Considering the absence of bl ue
spheres, we weren't going to hold up Al bert's surgery
any | onger. The barber pole hurried away, pulling

Al bert al ong on a pad.

"So here you are," said Captain Hi dal go, coning

over to us. He was acconpani ed by S&R. "I hope
Corporal Gallatin recovers," he said, watching the
receding forms. "They did miracles with ne, so |I'm
sure he'll be all right."

This seenmed like a good time to test Albert's theory.
Fly, that old nmind reader, started the ball rolling:



"Sears and Roebuck, would you mind telling us why

your ship is encased in ice?"

S&R became agitated. They did the | ooking-at-
each-other bit, but they started shaking their heads.
They weren't in unison with each other

Finally they tried comunicating with the three of

us. "Fly and Arlene, the ship was put into icing as part
of ice comet going fromconetary hal o so avoi d-

ing detection." Then they started all over. "Fly

and Esteban, the ship was put into icing as part

of ice conmet going fromconetary hal o so avoi di ng
detection."” Then: "Arlene and Esteban, the ship

was—

"Thanks, that'll do," said Fly. "We'll tell the

ot hers."

Captai n Hi dal go had the aspect of a man whose

brain had been sent out to the cleaners and had
received too nuch starch.

Arlene took it |like a man. She shoul d have been

happy. Captain Hidal go had nade an intelligent

command decision. | would have to be left behind. 1'd
live. 1'd be fine in several nonths, by Earth standard
time. The mission couldn't afford to wait for ny
recovery. Hidal go had needed only a few days to heal
He was the CO | was baggage.

And while | grew old, Arlene would stay young.

Maybe that was as it should be. For all her guts and
strength, she made me think of a vulnerable child. 1'd
al ways wanted to be a patriarch, and now it |ooked as
if 1'd at least ook like one by the time | saw her again.
If |I saw her again.

I could have predicted it before she said it: "You're
the man | want to marry. You're my man."

| believed the latter. | had faith that she believed the
former, so long as they were only words. As she stood
by my bed and we held hands, | performed the sinple
calculation in ny head. 1'd be sixty-seven years old
when she returned.

"I love you, Arlene."

"That's not what | want to hear you say."

| squeezed her hand and told her, "I know you

really love nme, Arlene. That doesn't change what you
are—a helluva marine who will do her duty, no

matter what."

The others were waiting to say their farewells. "Cal
themin," | said

"No. Not until we've settled something."

Probably just as well that we weren't planning
nuptials. This woman wasn't obedient. She craw ed
right on the bed with me. | guess you could call it a
bed, even though it was a |l ot better than nost. Sort of
an overbed or superbed.

"Arlene?" | tried to get her attention. "Just because
I"'mlaid up doesn't mean the rul es have changed."
"What was that about 'laid ?" she asked, smling

wi ckedl y.

"Arlene."

"Al bert."

"You're not going to ask to make | ove again, are

you?"



"You will make love only to your wife," she
breathed into ny ear.

"That's right."

"Al'l right."

I'd been through so much lately that | no | onger
trusted nmy hearing. My eardruns still ached from ny
adventure outdoors. "Arlene, what did you just say?"
"I said yes, you big dope. |'m accepting your

proposal of marriage."

| wanted to shout yippee and dance a jig. Coul dn't

do that, so | settled for crushing her in ny arms and
ki ssing her. This was no brother-sister kiss.

Whi |l e we caught our breath, ny brain started firing
on all cylinders again. "But what about the m ssion?"
| asked.

She put her head on ny chest, and I ran ny hand

over her red carpet. Then she lifted up her face and
drilled me with the nost beautiful eneral d-green eyes

in the galaxy. "I"mstill going," she said. "But we'll
have time for the honeynoon."

"How | ong?" | dared ask

"Six days," she said softly. "Captain H dal go says
we' |l have six days. W can count on it. He'll be

marrying us."

| kissed her again.

"You won't wear the silly Gstring and pasties, wll
you?" | asked.

"How coul d I? That stuffs back on the Bova." She

ni bbl ed ny ear.

"But Sears and Roebuck can synthesize anything,"

| protested.

Her lips fluttered over ny eyelids and cane to rest
on ny left cheek. "They can't synthesize everything."
Her voice was nuffled against my skin.

"Well, | would sort of like you . . . natural, you
know," | confessed, enphasizing ny point by |icking
her all-natural neck

"I'"ll be the girl next door," ny w fe-to-be prom sed.
"Need | ask if you' ve picked a best man?"

W both laughed. It's not as if we'd give Fly Taggart
any choice. | considered the nerits of asking Sears
and Roebuck to whip up a tuxedo for the ultinmate
mari ne. There was sonet hing about S&R s nane t hat
inspired the idea
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Dear Al bert,

If I wite this letter quickly enough you may
receive it before too many years el apse. Sears and
Roebuck gave nme the idea. The sane technol ogy

that makes Gate travel possible, not to mention
this incredi ble spaceship, allows ne to use the
sub-1ight post office. The | aser messages don't

nmove nmuch faster than the ship at max, but

renmenmber how fast the ship is noving! If we'd

been crazy enough to send a nessage ahead of us

to the Fred base so they could roll out the red
carpet, we would have arrived about a half hour
after they received the nessage.

"Sub-light" is a termthat doesn't do these

speeds justice. Traveling an inch an hour is under



the speed of light. Both the Freds and our guys

can travel right up to that speed. S&R' s ship w Il
reach a maxi mum speed of 99.99967 mles per

hour, relative to the Earth. Isn't that incredible?
Gate travel without the CGate.

I wish you could have seen the ship fromthe
out si de when we finished nelting off the ice.

swear it looked just like a cigar. Fly didn't pick up
on ny reference to Frank R Paul, the science-
fiction artist fromthe 1930s who created a | ot of
st ogi e spaceshi ps. That style went out of fashion
in the 1950s when the flying-saucer craze started.

| suppose there are only so nmany shapes and

forms possible. The human race has expended so

much energy trying to conceive of every possibili-
ty that we couldn't help but get a few things right.
By the way, | neant to say this to you before, so
better do it now | do believe there is every bit as
much i magi nation and intelligence in religion as
there is in science fiction. There'd have to be. It's
just that what you take as revelation | assune to
be i magi nati on

Bef ore the denons canme, | thought the uni-

verse was pretty dull and predictable. It only took
seeing nmy first zombi e on Phobos to change ny

m nd about that. Forever.

Like this ship, for instance. |I love it. Poor Fly
hates it. He can't stop bitching. I don't nean
conplaining. | don't nean kvetching. | nean

bi t chi ng.

He was spoiled by the artificial gravity on the
base. | sort of regretted | eaving the Bova. Zero-g is
great for ny tits. | forgot you don't like that word
Breasts, | nean. Wen it conmes to outer space

the female body is sinply better designed than

the male. Way do you think God did that to you

poor guys? Sorry, you know I'm only kidding.

Ch, | told you Fly was conpl ai ni ng, and then I

went off on a tangent without telling you his
problem The Kl ave ship is a zero-g baby, just like
the Bova. If feet could talk, mne would whinper

for joy. I could spend ny life in free fall. You
know how | feel about that after our honeynoon.
I"'mso glad we found that seal ed conpartment in

one of the zero-g areas. You needed to keep off

your feet, darling.

When Fly found out he'd be living in zero-g

again, his first words were "Ch, man!" You know

how irritated he becones. Even so, Hidalgo con-
vinced himthat the ship is brilliantly designed.
It's two kilonmeters long. Well, you al ready know
that. We could see this was no di nghy when it was
inthe ice. It has a central corridor connecting al
t he engi ne pods. There are no real conpartnents.
Sears and Roebuck don't believe in privacy. The

Kl ave woul d be Ayn Rand's ni ght mare.

Anyway, there is no provision for spinning or

any other artificial gravity. There is a very good
reason for this. S&R told us there can be no
gravity generators on their ship like the ones they



have on the base. It's flat-out inpossible. The
gravity maker where you are makes use of exist-
ing properties of matter. They say it's inpossible
for a ship accelerating to near |light-speed to use
one of these devices. Mass increases, you know,

as far as physical measurenents are concerned in
our local area. The Klave ship is increasing suffi-
cient gravity onits own. In other words, if they
used the gravity generator, it would be inpossible
to accelerate to the necessary speed. So thanks to
these | aws of physics, ny feet and breasts wn
while Fly's stomach | oses.

Don't | wite wonderful love letters, darling?
Wul d you enjoy hearing sone nore technica

staff? O would you rather devour every word of

my wildest fantasy? Well, | don't want to add to
your frustration. So I'll tell you nore about the
Fly ride.

The chai rs—yes, we have chairs—an be put

in any position within the ship. They will be on

the ceiling when we decelerate. Fly keeps saying
they're not as confortable as what we had on the
base. You see, | wasn't Kkidding about our big

t ough marine being spoil ed.

S&R are proud of their ship. Until now | didn't
realize they were capable of pride. Unless I'm
losing ny mind, they are easier to understand

when they are braggi ng about the ship. I nmay be

i magi ning their pride, but 1'd make book that the
Kl ave have no concept of sentinentality, any

nore than they do of privacy. The Kl ave do not
gi ve ships nanmes. | suggested they call this one
the Kropotkin, after my favorite collectivist, a

| eft-wi ng comunitarian anarchi st.

A qui ck aside: did you know t hat S&R cone

froma planet with a heavier gravity than Earth?

| magi ne the backaches they must have under 1.5
gravity. No wonder they like a zero-g ship.

Back to the subject of the ship, here are a few
nore specs. It takes three to four Earth-standard
days for us to accelerate to the max, then three to
four nore days to bring this sucker to a full stop
When S&R said the ship noves relativistically, |
asked if the Klave were nore |ike cousins or
brothers and sisters. They didn't get the joke, but
H dal go how ed with | aughter

W've |earned a lot of things that would inter-
est you, beloved. First, here's sonething had been
bothering Fly all along. Wiy did the Freds attack
Earth in the first place? Wiat was their notiva-
tion? The nost they can extract from hunman
survivors is slave |abor, and sl aves are expensive
to maintain; it's nore economcal to use na-

chi nes.

Fly and the captain and | westled over these
probl ems before we laid themout to Sears and
Roebuck. There are no natural resources that

can't be obtained el sewhere, and nore easily, |
woul d think. S&R told us how their side figured
out that the Freds were eventually going after



Earth. They did this by analyzing the Fred pat-
tern of play up until that point. O course, such an
anal ysis wouldn't indicate why the Earth was
chosen as a target in the first place.

During the tens of thousands of years when the
good guys were in orbit around the Earth, watch-

i ng and observing, they did their best to conpre-
hend the attraction of what Fly calls the old nud
bal I .

H dal go suggested there might have been a

Fred observatory on Earth for even |onger. For
this insight, S&R pronounced us a nost | ogical
unit. That turns out to be why the hyperrealists
only risked a snmall base and a single star-drive
ship, the one that brought themto Earth.

S&R admits that there is sonething strange

about us humans, other than the probl em of

dealing with us in odd-nunber conbinations. |

never thought of S&R as understandi ng subtlety,
because that seens to go with the concept of
privacy, but they hinted there is sonething very
strange about human bei ngs. Apparently this
amazi ng di scovery fit right into the plans of the
Freds. S&R didn't want to tell us what it is!

W played a trick on Captain S&R. Once we'd

convi nced ourselves that the ship was safely on
automatic pilot, Hidalgo, Fly, and | surrounded
the spearmint twins in a triangle and began firing
rapi d questions. The questions didn't really mat-
ter. Fly asked who won the World Series. Hidalgo
wanted to know if the Soviet Union would have
toppl ed without a nudge from Ronal d Reagan. |
wanted to know what the outcone would be of a
fight between one spider-m nd and ten punpkins.
S&R coul dn't figure out who the hell was

talking to them They were so totally freaked at
bei ng assaulted by three entities at a tine that it
woul dn't have surprised me if they'd left the ship!
Let's face it, Al bert, we were torturing our new
friends. But it's not as if we had any choice. W
had to have that information

Wth all of us talking at once, S&R coul dn't
figure out the proper pairings of two. It must have
been like finding thenselves in the mddle of an
Escherian geonetrical figure that cannot exist in
the real world, or in this universe, anyway. S&R
collapsed as if we'd let the air out of them and

t hey' d deconpressed.

Fl'y and Hi dal go started a swearing contest. If
we'd killed them we'd buggered the nission and
any hope for Earth. Fortunately, all we'd done

was give thema splitting headache—+ike in the

old TV comerci al s where your head hurts so

much it takes two of you to feel all the pain.

W got what we want ed—except maybe we

didn't want it after all. When S&R recovered,

they told us all they knew. Humans, it turns out,
are different fromevery other intelligent species
in the galaxy. You'll never believe what the differ-
ence is. Then again, maybe you will.



Humans di e.

H dal go spoke for all of us when he asked, "So
what ? Who doesn't?"

W didn't want to hear the answer about al
intelligent life forms except us. |'ve never been an
egalitarian, but the news didn't seemfair.

When a menber of an intelligent species other
than Homo saps i s danaged beyond repair, the

body becones totally incapacitated, the sane as
us, but it doesn't end there. The individual (and
here we may even refer to S&R as individuals) is

still conscious. If the body is totally destroyed,
t hat consci ousness remains. W would call it a
ghost.

These ghost-spirits are easily and consistently
detected. They commonly junp into new bodies

as they're being born—en those rare occasi ons
when there is a birth. As soon as the physica
conponents mature sufficiently to all ow comu-

ni cation, they indicate who they were in the
previous incarnation. Then they can pick up

where they left off.

When | learned this, | naturally thought of our
many argunments in the tine we've known each

ot her. Maybe we aren't as far apart as we think
My materialismhas run into a brick wall of the
spirit. Your general faith may be stronger with
this know edge, but the details must disturb any-
one with orthodox convictions. | never did ask
you if you were bothered by the nearest English
translation of the name of the life-saving entities:
"soul spheres."

Even though S&R weren't deliberately hol di ng

anyt hing back fromus, it was difficult to piece
toget her everything I'mwiting you. Sonetines

it seems as if they're starting to naster our

| anguage, but then out come the fractured sen-
tences agai n.

The ghost-spirit-consciousness is freed only

when the body is totally annihilated. Naturally
Fl'y asked them what they neant by "totally."
Nei t her Hidalgo nor | desired to |learn that partic-
ular fact. W were still reeling fromthe discovery
that our nortality was unique to humankind. Fly
acted as if he was in the nmarket for an alien body
and wanted to check out the ml eage.

S&R answered that total annihilation occurred
when | ess than eight percent of the original body
mass was chemically dispersed, but there were
different rules for different individuals. |I'mnot
sure how this applies in the case of the Klave
collective, but for other species they take an
especi ally useful specinen and destroy the body
before the final death rattle, thus freeing the
ghost-spirit to be reincarnated and to continue
wor ki ng that ruch sooner.

You' d think that would be sufficient to conquer
death. But wait, there's nore. S&R had descri bed
the way the system worked, stretching back into
the dimmists of tine. But science nmarches on



even with slow evol vers. Techni ques were devel -

oped to repair al nost destroyed bodi es. Dead

peopl e could be revived in their original forms. In
all sorts of ways, the aliens of our gal axy defeated
deat h before we ever encountered our first doom
denon.

Mortality sinmply didn't occur to them Wy

should it have? They had all sorts of ways to dea
with the Iinbo of endl ess waiting. They didn't

need to deal with death. This was true of both the
good guys and the bad guys. They collected their

dead and arranged themin tenples and theaters

where they staged el aborate entertai nnments, de-

bates, classes, lectures, and you-nane-it to keep

t he "deceased" occupied. This was necessary

because there are not enough births to acconmo-

date the soul supply. So untold nunber of con-
sciousnesses remain in a death trance until a

body becomes avail abl e.

Al bert, you were closer to these creatures in

your certainty that consciousness goes on forever

My atheismis inadequate to describe their reali-

ty. But fromour point of view, the human poi nt

of view, this seems a victory for ne. |I'm not

happy about it. They say no one ever fully dies,
except humans!

| can hear you answering ne right now |

i magi ne your nouth pressed to ny shoul der

form ng the word that resolves all these probl ens

for you: God. What will you say when | inform

you that no other intelligent species in the gal axy
has a belief in gods or God? Only we do, Al bert.

Only the human race.

At last | have a faith as deep as yours, bel oved.

W' ve nade a contract together, and | intend to

live by it. That's why you had such a struggle
talking me into it. Wen | rmake a plan, or agree

to sonmeone else's, | stick toit. | don't change it on
a whim A contract is a sacred trust.

So | know what | believe in at last. It isn't
religion. It isn't God. It's you, Al bert dearest. You
are the neaning of ny life.

Your faithful Arlene
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It was ny fault. Good old Fly Taggart can't

| eave well enough al one. The m ssion was proceedi ng
wi thout a hitch. So what if | was pissed about being in
zero-g again? Arlene was in her natural elenent.

H dal go was doing all right. Only Yours Truly had a
problemwith it.

| was bored. W'd only been out fromthe base a
coupl e of weeks, Earth standard tine. W'd |l earned a
hell of a |lot about the galaxy in which the human race
counted for one | ousy eneny village. Tal k about
waki ng up and snelling the coffee. Finding out you're
a nmenber in good standing of the npbst ignorant
"intelligent species" in the universe is depressing. At
least it was to ne.

So we were poured onto an alien spacecraft where

we were about as useful as Grl Scouts at the Battle of



t he Bul ge. While S&R upshipped us to Fred Land,

there wasn't much for us to do except sit back and
twi ddl e our thunbs.

| shouldn't squawk. Jeez, Arlene finally bedded

down with the man of her dreans and then she ships
out with the rest of us. My best buddy had a few

qui rks of her own, though. If she and Al bert weren't
going to be separated this way, | could inmagi ne her
putting off the noment of truth indefinitely. As it
turned out, she never hesitated for a nonent about
foll ow ng orders. Hi dal go had won her respect, but
even if he hadn't, she would have come along for the
good of the mission. | know Arl ene Sanders.

| mean Arlene Gallatin. I'Il never forget Al bert
ordering me to take care of her. So what else is new?
The stupidest thing a soldier can do is w sh away

the tedium He may receive a face full of terror
Trouble with me is |I've never been a soldier. I'ma
warrior. Wiich means | don't relish |ong periods of
enforced idleness, especially if I'mfloating around
like an olive in the devil's martini

Sears and Roebuck tried to find work for us. Trou-
bl e was that the shipboard routine was nore auto-
mated here than it was on the Bova. Of course, that's
like saying there's less for an Apache warrior to do on
an aircraft carrier than in a canoe. Aboard the Bova,
the navy was in charge. Here the high technol ogy was
so high that no one needed to be in charge, except
S&R. | don't know why | thought it could have been

ot herwi se. Stupid human pride is not a nonopoly of
the Marine Corps, no matter what the pukeheads in

t he other services say.

There was one useful task. Someone had to prepare

the program for insertion and figure out what we were
going to do when we lifted the eight-week, forty-year
siege and returned. One guess who was the | east
qualified nenber of the crew for that job! Not that I
couldn't have stunmbled through it. And ny bud

woul d have been the first to adnmit that Jill was nore
qualified than H dal go or her. (How | woul d have

| oved to pass that information on to ny favorite

t eenager.)

| becane so desperate that | hunted around for
something to do. W& had plenty of the special space
suits but no need to go outside. | hinted to the captain
t hat maybe one of us should take a | ook-see topside,
but they saw right through nme, as easy as | ooking

t hrough one of the suits. They did at |east show ne

t he weapons we'd be using at the Fred base. Ray guns!
Honest-to- God ray guns. They required no nainte-
nance what soever.

At | east on the Bova there were books. | had found a
copy of The Canp of Al Saints. | didn't have a
menory like Albert's, but | renmenbered the passage
about how civilization is what you defend behind the
gun, and that which is against civilization is in front
of the gun. A good marine credo. |'d thought about
that while we were on the hyperrealist base. It was
strange having no weapons the entire tine we were
there. But nothing was attacking us. The subject never



canme up except with Albert, and he said, "There's no
gun control where the nmind is the only weapon."

When we first arrived at that base, Al bert may have

t hought he'd entered heaven. Before we left, Arlene
did her best to convince himhe really had. | was going
to miss Albert.

Arl ene showed ne a copy of the letter she | asered

her man. She cranmmed an awful lot in there. She is
endl essly fascinated by S&R and their ship. I'mstil
depressed. | wi sh faster-than-1ight were possible.
Whet her we succeed or fail in upconmi ng m ssions,

have the sinking feeling we'll never see our own
civilization again. If that's howit comes down, then
the Freds and their denonic hordes will have suc-
ceeded in ending ny civilization for ne.

"You've got to hand it to the Kl ave," said Captain

H dal go. "The food is getting better."

He was right about that. The last batch of experi-
mental food tasted alnost |ike a passable TV dinner
Sort of a conbination neat |oaf and chocol ate pud-
ding. At least it was edible.

"Yeah, they're real pals," | said. Realizing how that
sounded, | went on. "lI'mnot criticizing them
They're the only friends humanity has on this side of
the ditch."”

Arlene drifted into the conversation, "they were the
of ficial experts on humans. The other message aliens
didn't have hi gh enough security cl earances to dea
with us."”

That was a revelation. "So the others weren't actu-
ally bored to death with us?"l asked, attenpting not
to sound too autobi ographi cal

"Well, maybe they were," said Arlene thoughtfully.
"What matters is why Sears and Roebuck becane so
interested in Earth. They had no i dea why we were so
different fromthem W were considered counterbio-

| ogi cal because perpetual consciousness is considered
essential to the definition of intelligent organisms
used everywhere else in the gal axy."

H dal go shook his head in wonder. "If it bleeds, it
lives," he said. "The nmonsters nmust think we |ive just
| ong enough to massacre us."

"Remenber we're tal ki ng about how t hese ad-

vanced bei ngs vi ew sapience," said Arlene. "W con-

si der oursel ves biol ogi cal because we define a biol ogi -
cal systemas one that works |like ours."

"These guys have a definition we don't fit," |

vol unt eer ed.

"Right," agreed Arlene. "Let's say they have a nore
uni versal definition. Just as they have expanded our
hori zons, we've done the sanme for them"

"So where do the nmonsters fit into this?" asked
Captai n Hi dal go. A damm good question. Seened |ike
along tinme since we'd had to bl ow away any hell -
princes, deep-fry an inp, or barbecue a fat, juicy
spi der - m nd.

"I"ve thought about that a lot," said Arlene. "The
Freds understand hunmanity better than the Kl ave and
the other message aliens. | believe the Freds are afraid
of humans. Their ultimate goal is not to enslave but to



wi pe out humanity."

"They' ve made a good start,"” nuttered Hi dal go.

There was no arguing with that. Arlene did her best

to lift our spirits, assum ng we had any: "Sears and
Roebuck are dedicated to saving us fromthe Freds.
Their logic is sound. If we weren't a threat to the
Freds they never woul d have | aunched a full-scale

i nvasi on. "

| respected the way S&R thought. They didn't have

a clue to what nade us special, and neither did |I. But
we hadn't spent all this tinme swinmng in sludge,
muck, and bl ood to no purpose. W rated because we
wer e hated

That conversati on was the high point of a whole

day. Earth. Standard. Tinme. Twenty-four hours. Lots
and lots of mnutes. Being ordered to relax is hard
enough. It takes a real genius to do plenty of nothin'.

So, just like the rawest recruit, | w shed sonething
woul d happen to break the tedium And sonet hing
did. And | felt that it was all my fault. | didn't used to

be superstitious. O at least not very. But that was in
t he days before Phobos, before Dei nbs, before Salt
Lake City and Los Angel es. Back when | thought
Kefiristan was a probl em

Back when the universe made sense and | didn't
bel i eve in space nonsters. |1'mnot tal king about
nmonsters that cone from space. It was enough of a
stretch to accept a leering red gnome stunbling
through an alien Gate. However, sone things should

be i nmpossible. Like the space nonster that cane out
of nowhere—there was a | ot of nowhere out here—

and attacked the Kl ave ship.

At first | thought S&R were projecting an entertain-
ment program The three-di nmensional object darting
over our heads | ooked like a refugee froma Japanese
nonster novie. |'d never been into those when | was

a kid, but when Arlene and | were going to novies

t oget her, she dragged nme off to a whol e day of
Codzill a and Ganera novi es sponsored by Wnder
magazi ne. She'd picked up free tickets because she
was a subscri ber.

| didn't care for any of the films, but the inmages
were too ridiculous to forget. Naturally |I assuned—
al ways a bad i dea—that the thing on display, courtesy
of S&R, was of the sanme kidney. It even | ooked like a
ki dney, but it had a shell, and several tentacles and
heads stuck out of it at odd angles. At least it didn't
have wi ngs. Wngs woul d' ve been really stupid.

"Bile nozzle!" screaned Sears and Roebuck. |

didn't know they could scream They were so freaked
that their stubby little legs started a running notion
even though it nade no difference in zero-g. | sud-
denly realized how fast these suckers could nove at
the bottomof a gravity well. Here their legs only

| ooked funny, |ike humr ngbirds' w ngs, as they
became a blur. These guys were definitely upset.
"Bil e nozzl e?" echoed Arlene.

"Closest in English,” they answered, nore calmy

now that they were past the initial shock. Their |egs
sl owed down, too.



| didn't think I'd ever be bored again. Not only

were S&R aware of this flying space organ, they had a
nane for it. Just like in those Japanese novi es where
the kids automatically know t he name of every over-
sized sea urchin that has designs on Tokyo.

"The ship is attracting to bait," said S&R "Inerti al
energy turns into heating."

God help nme, | understood them perfectly. "From
outside, this ship nmust | ook Iike a star," | said.
"Unless . . . until we decelerate,” Hidalgo re-

m nded hinmself as much as the rest of us.
"So that nonster is chasing a small star,’
Arlene. "\Wat does it eat?"

"Anything," said S&R. "Not only carbon. O her

chemi stries! But only fromthe inside. W nust go to
away. W're al ready burning fuel now "

"There isn't any way we can fight this creature?”

H dal go asked, his voice icy.

S&R had one of their periodic attacks of schizo-
phreni a. One head nodded whil e the other shook

That didn't nean they intended the sane meani ng by
those notions we did; but it sure fit the situation |ike
a gl ove.

"No time for going to escape naneuvers," they

said. "Bile nozzle already matchi ng vel oci pedes. "
"Velocities!" | shouted. | couldn't stop correcting

t hese guys, but | understood the problem This ship

was not a M| ennium Fal con we could use in a

dogfight or a nonster fight. The ship used inertial
danpers to get rid of the incredible amunts of energy
we were using. At 100,000 gravities acceleration, S&R
didn't want to nake a trivial error that would turn us
all into snears of jelly.

Al that | understood. Bile nozzle was beyond ne.

Just outside the ship. And whether we sped up or

sl owed down, that thing was going to stick to us like
bl ood on a conbat boot.

said

"How wi || it attack?" asked Hi dal go.
"Becomes one unit," said S&R That could only
mean the thing split into two. "Inside ship part."

"I"ve got an idea," said Arlene with an eagerness

t hat nmeant she had a dammed good one. "How soon
will some part of this monster be inside the ship?"
"Going to now," said S&R worriedly.

She nodded, and | knew what the novenent of her
head neant! "Tell ne, if we can hurt that part, how
will the outside part respond?”

"Bile nozzle will go to el sewhere,” said S&R They
sounded hopef ul

"Ckay," said Arlene. | recognized her patented
early-bird-that-got-the-wormsnile

"Qut with it, marine," H dalgo ordered, as hopefu
as the rest of us.

Arlene said, "Bring me three space suits, every
portabl e reactor pack in the ship, and the bi ggest
goddam boot you can find!"

30
These were the best narines |'d ever served
with. Corporal Taggart-Gallatin's plan was brilliant. |

never woul d have thought of it. | doubted the aliens



woul d have conme up with it because they were so

terrified of the thing they called a bile nozzle.

VWhile we suited up, we could see the space entity

right next to the ship. It was difficult to distinguish the

heads fromthe tentacl es—+f those were heads ... or
tentacl es. The new nenace ren nded ne of the sea
beast we'd encountered in the Pacific. | didn't see how

either of these creatures could actually be alive. Their
shapes shifted and changed when you tried to get a
good | ook.

The | argest of the bile nozzle's heads, which was
right next to the ship, was a cloud of swirling colors in
whi ch one shape kept repeating itself: a crow s head,
with a bright dot that bounced around where the eye
ought to be. The dammed head seenmed to regard the

ship like a tasty treat.

Sears and Roebuck insisted that the thing wasn't
dangerous until part of it was inside the ship. Arlene's
plan couldn't stop it fromjoining our little party, but
she was one wonman who coul d handl e a gate-crasher

S&R insisted on comng with us. They didn't act as

if they were the captain and we were under their
conmand. Cooperation was nore natural to them

than command. A few years ago | thought Earth was

the only inhabited planet. Now that |I'd had ny eyes
opened to new possibilities, | didn't expect everyone
in the universe to followny mlitary code. Only a
martinet butthead woul d expect that.

The marines could handl e this assignnent, but

S&R were probably afraid to remain inside. | couldn't
bl ame them because right before we cycled through

the airlock, some dammed thing materialized only a
few feet away.

"Hurry! Go to outside," urged S&R

Fortunately the nonster hadn't finished formng

itself yet. Wien it becane conpletely solid, we'd be
the first items on its nenu. According to S&R, the
nonster liked to start with carbon-based |ife forns as
an appetizer. Then it would go to work on the ship
itself.

Before we went outside, | had a good | ook at the

face formng so close that | could have spit at it.

St eam denmons wer e handsonme conpared to it. Hell -
princes woul d have been first choice for a blind date.
The nost hideous inmp could have passed as M.

Ameri ca by conpari son.

The eyes were the opposite of the glowing orb in the
crow s head. Al three were burning black dots, rem -
niscent of a fire eater's. They were attached to a tube
ending in an orifice that was apparently both nouth
and nose. Yellow liquid dribbled out of the tube and
sizzl ed agai nst the side of the ship. An acid that
sounded exactly like frying bacon! Al this happened
whil e the head was blurring around the edges as it
struggled to conplete itself. The thing made a snuf-
fling, snorting sound.

"Bile nozzle" seemed an apt nane.

Arlene went first, kicking off fromthe bul khead and
hurtling out through the hatch. W exited fromthe
starboard side of the ship. Seened |like a good idea,



because the remmi nder of the nonster was on the port
side. W& worked fast before the enemy coul d becone
curi ous.

Every tine | used one of these transparent space
suits | becane a little |ess nervous about how flinsy
t hey appeared. If Corporal Gallatin had been wearing
one of the navy pressure suits when he had his
accident, his lungs would have ruptured in the vacu-
um | was beginning to understand what Gallatin

nmeant about faith. | too had faith in this alien

t echnol ogy.

W inplemented Arlene's plan before the nonster

got wise. Qur extra-vehicular activity consisted of
attaching the portable reactor packs to the outside of
the ship. Then we turned themon and |l et them do the
wor k.

Slowy, oh, so very slowy, the -packs began to turn
the ship. We hovered in space like a hung jury. W
were counting on one thing: that a creature which
spent its entire existence in a weightless condition
woul d have no fam liarity with gravity. If our ship
had been spinning it would have | eft us al one.

If Arlene's theory proved correct, the bile nozzle
woul d experience sonething brand-new. the wth-

drawal of an invitation. A subtle hint he should go

el sewhere. O go to el sewhere, as S&R woul d have

sai d.

W were patched into the ship through our suits.
Before the nonster realized there was a problem it
made a kind of contented snoring sound. It didn't

take much to get the creature's attention. The ship
was spinning at 0.1 gravity when the snore changed to
a how of rage and desperation. Heavy thuddi ng and
liquid noises preceded its exiting the craft.

W didn't witness the part reuniting with the whole.
W saw sonet hing better: the huge creature—saybe
athird the length of the shi p—zoom ng off into
infinity. Fromthis angle we could see what passed for
its back—a series of tubes boosting the cloudlike
swirling ness that was the rest of it. R ght before it
went out of range, the mass seenmed to grow solid into
something |1'd conpare to a turtle's shell. If | ever nmet
Conmander Taylor again |I'd recomend this thing

for menbership in the Shellback Society.

I never did find out why Arlene wanted the biggest
goddam boot we coul d find.

Wien we were safe aboard, there were new trou-

bles. S&R s ship was not designed to take such
acceleration along its radial axis. The structure had
sust ai ned severe damage and was |l eaking air |like a son
of a bitch. There were so nany split seans we woul d
never be able to patch themall.

"W have no plan for to use airless ship," said S&R
"but not to worry."

Not to worry? Where had | heard that before? Ch, it
was from Mad magazine. Alfred E. Newran | ooked

just like the last president of the United States. Afire
eater had turned himinto toast. It was worse than any
congressi onal investigation

"Way shouldn't we worry?" | wanted to know



"Space suits," they answered.

"We've lost tinme dealing with this nonster," ob-
served Arlene. "There can't possibly be enough air in
the suits for the renmainder of the trip."

Both Arlene and Fly insisted that S&R had no sense

of hunor, but the sound that came out of the alien
nmout hs sounded |ike laughter to ne. "Not to worry,"
they repeated. "Enough air in belts for human life
span!"

| wasn't the least bit surprised. W were ready to
prove what tough guys we were. Marines! W could

hol d our breath | onger than anyone, even those Navy
SEALS on the Bova. W coul d hunker down in our

suits as we slowy ran out of air . . . and not conplain
one time. Tough guys don't conplain. W could take

it. W'd die without conplaint, because we weren't
weaklings. W weren't sone inferior formof life. W
weren't civilians.

As | |l ooked at Fly and Arlene—they'd be first

nanes to nme for the rest of ny life—+ wondered if

they felt the way | did. |I've never net a sane narine.
I"'mnot sure there is such a breed. That's why nmy w fe
di vorced nme. Dammed civili an.

Arl ene shot off one of her clever remarks: "A
sufficiently advanced technol ogy greatly reduces the
nunber of cliffhangers.™

So we'd cone to this: we were a charity case in the
custody of superior beings. W could kid ourselves al
we want ed, but we were not as good as the aliens who
rul ed the galaxy. It was our good fortune to becone
pets to one side in a galactic war. The other side saw
us as a nui sance.

Fl'y spoke for all humanity when he demanded to

know nmore about that other side. "No nore sur-
prises,” he told S&R "You shoul d have warned us

about creatures like that bile nozzle thing. Dd the
Freds send it?"

"Not coming fromthe Fred," they assured him

"Just another creature who has received the Lord's
precious gift of life," Fly sneered. "Well, it doesn't
matter, now that we've kicked its butt. Fill us in on
the Freds. What are they |ike?"

S&R hadn't fought the Freds all this tinme wthout

pi cking up a bit of know edge. Qur alien allies weren't
idiots. I was the idiot for not having requested this
information nyself. | feared that | was beginning to
lose it. Wien the devils first appeared on Phobos and
Deinps, it was a surprise to Fox Conpany. There was
no briefing for Fly and Arlene. There was only survi -
val . Before nmy fire team set foot on Phobos, | had
punped our fearless heroes for everything they re-
nmenber ed about Phobos and Dei nbs. S&R were the

duo to punp now.

The briefing consisted of projected i mages and a
basi ¢ description of the main eneny, delivered in

S&R s funny English. | gasped when | saw that a Fred
head | ooked like an artichoke. Eyeballs were sprin-

kl ed over their domes like raisins in a cake. The heads
seened a little small to ne, but there was a good
reason for this: The brains weren't in the heads; the



gray matter was housed in a safer place, down |ower,
in the arnored chest. There was roomthere for a very
| arge brain. The arns attached to the chest were
rubbery affairs with semarticul ated chopsticks for

fingers.
"Avoid them sticking into you," said S&R
"The fingers?" | pronpted. The inmage showed us

just what those fingers could do. Contained in tough
but flexible skin sacks, the chopsticks were hard and
sharp. Wth a flick of its rubbery arms, a Fred could
make any or all of its fingers opposable.

Movi ng on down the torso, we cane to a waist so
narrow | didn't see how it could support the weight it
carried. Then there were two thick | egs, each ending
in a foot that was very |like a human foot, except that
it included one feature of a bird's claw a toe in back
protruding fromthe otherw se human-1 ooki ng foot.

| wondered what S&R' s feet were like, but | wasn't
curious enough to ask themto renmpove their boots.

Fly told us that the Freds wore tightly fitting boots.
"Magnetized to themwal king," said S&R "They are

not liking free-falling."

"How reasonable!" Fly blurted out, and then the
reality hit him "Shit. You mean their ships are zero-g
t 0o0?"

"Same principles appliance," said S&R

"The sane principles apply." Arlene corrected
themthis tine.

"Tell me sonething el se," demanded an irritated

Fly. | didn't stop the sergeant, because | agreed with
him "Wre you going to let us fight the Freds w thout
gi ving us any background?"

"Hurmmans |i ke going to be surprised,"” answered

S&R.

"Maybe humans like going into situations blind,"

said Fly. "Mlitary nen have nore brains than that."
And their brains are in the right place, | added
mental | y.

Then we reached the inportant subject: weapons.

The Freds did not keep an arnory on their ship

equi valent to what even a self-respecting inp or
zonbi e woul d pack. Basically they didn't expect to be
attacked. Pride goeth before the fall.

Despite their confidence, every Fred carried a per-
sonal weapon that was fairly nasty. S&R warned us to
keep an eye out for that. The weapons | ooked |ike
slingshots with nmore noving parts and used an el ec-
tromagnetic field to fire little flying saucers.

S&R sumed up: "We have no plan for to fight past
maki ng sabotage at Fred base. O her weapons they

may be bringing to exteriorize."

"Do you mean exterm nate?" asked Fly.

The briefing inproved ny norale. | threw out:

"\What ever you nean, Captain Sears and Roebuck

rest assured the United States Marine Corps al ways

has a plan to kick butt."

After the crash course in Freds 101, the renainder

of the trip was nothing to wite honme about. It was
like the first part of the trip. The only difference was
that we were w apped in cellophane so we'd be nice



and fresh at the other end.

Al'l good things come to an end.

Al'l bad things cone to an end.

"A tel eporter ought to be nothing for you after your
Gate problem™ Arlene said, trying to cheer nme up
The damage to S&R s ship provided an unexpected
tactical advantage. W night never return to the
nmessage alien base, but now we had a nice decoy to

di stract the Freds while we used the teleporter. S&R
sent the remains of their ship straight at a Fred
defense satellite. W hated to see it go. It was a good
shi p.

Di senmbarking froma ship had never been easier.
There was no damage to the airlocks. W were already
suited up and ready to go teleport-hunting. All in a
day' s work.

I would have said that if you' ve seen one transnat-
ter device, you' ve seen themall, but that wasn't true.
This one didn't have a stone arch built over it with
lots of weird crap carved into it, though

I mght have used ny experience with the Gate on
Phobos as an excuse for being superstitious, but there
was no point. Mich of what we'd seen since |eaving
our sol ar system made no sense according to our
physics. So there was nothing for us to do but have
faith in the engi neering that worked. None of the
amazing alien technol ogy had | et nme down yet, except
for one small Gate glitch.

| waited nmy turn and took a deep breath. Then
stepped forward to neet my destiny.

31

I'd never heard a hairy bag of protoplasm cal

out ny name before: "Fly!"

Looki ng down, | noticed sonething glistening on
the floor near nmy boot. | was slow on the pickup
because | had my priorities. First, the boot. That
meant we still had our clothes and weapons. Second,

we were back in gravity. So what if my back hurt and

nmy arches conpl ai ned? Gravity, sweet gravity. Third
third, there was sone kind of problem

Liquid was | eaking fromthe flesh bag. It was sort of

a faded pink 1'd never associated with blood. | took a

cl oser | ook at the bag and recogni zed a human nout h.

I"d never seen a nouth all al one before, surrounded

by a wrinkl ed mass of skin sweating pink stuff.

The little voice in the back of nmy head was about to

give me hell for not being nore observant, and for not

thinking at all. Arlene saved it the trouble with a

scream | didn't blane her for screaming. | screaned

too, the noment ny brain started firing on all cylin-

ders. The nitwit who cane up with the idea that a

strong wonan shoul d never scream had his head so

far up his ass that daylight was a nmyth to him

S&R di dn't understand what had happened. They

asked what had happened to the other units. They

meant Hi dal go-Fly, and Hidal go-Arlene. W tried to

explain that the dying thing on the floor was Hi dal go.

S&R woul d al ways have problenms with the idea of

deat h.

Arlene and | were nore acquainted with that idea.



Even as the bl ob of protoplasm begged for us to
"finish" it, we were sinultaneously firing our zap
guns. The two beans of heat crossed each other
carving the blob into smaller pieces that didn't talk.
W kept at it past the point of necessity.

"Way did you send new unit away?" asked S&R

The Klave m nd found what had happened intri gui ng.
They may have thought Hidal go had been trans-

formed into sonething closer to them a duality of
sone kind. | didn't know | didn't care.

The officer, the man Arl ene had once consi dered
spaci ng out an airlock, had proved hinself one of
Earth's best. He'd been the | eader of our fire team W
owed hi mwhat we had just done for him

Funny thing. He'd fought his quota of nonsters. A
steam denon had taken his wife. He'd kicked butt

with hell-princes and spiders. On Phobos he was a
bud, hel ping take down the inps and the flying skulls
and the superpunpkin. He was a veteran of the Doom
War .

And a freakin' teleporter nails him Shit. A bleeding
technol ogical foul -up. It made nme so mad | saw Mars-
red. W owed himnore than putting himout of his
msery. W owed himwords, a proper farewell due an
honor abl e man.

W gave hima different kind of farewell, worthy of
a good marine. Qur first Freds nade the bad m stake
of showing up just then. | didn't |eave any for Arlene

or S&R. The ray guns made ny job too easy.

Yeah, right. Isn't technology grand? It fries Hi dal go
and then gives ne a push-button nmethod of avengi ng

him W kicked ass. Nothing made nme feel better. The
guns were light, and they didn't need rel oading. S&R
nmenti oned they'd need rechargi ng eventual |y, but

they were good for a thousand kills per charge. | tried
nmy best to use it up

A few Freds fired off a few saucers. Their ai mwas

not up to Marine Corps standards.

S&R aimed at the Freds' chests to get the brain

right away. Wien | realized the aliens could feel pain |
started aimng for the artichoke heads and the arms

and the legs. Arlene rem nded ne that we had a

m ssion to perform That didn't help. 1'd been inac-
tive too long, bottled up too much. Now it was

payback time.

W canme across two Freds naking |l ove. | recog-

ni zed the process from S&R s | esson. Their nor nal

hei ght was six feet. Wen one extended to over seven
feet, it was ready to copulate; but only if another one
was ready to be on the receiving end. The tall one
would find a nate that had shortened down to under

five feet. Then the tall one would insert its pyram da
head into the cavity in shorty's head.

They shared genetic information that way. The

"mal e" turned bright red and the "fermal e" turned a

rich purple. A scientist would have found the denon-

stration endlessly fascinating. | found it nore reward-
ing to interrupt the festivities by choosing ny shots
wi th imagi nation. Before they died, I'mcertain these

Freds felt some of what Hidal go suffered.



VWhile | was amusing nyself, S&R and Arlene

found the main conputer and | oaded the program

Then they found me in a roomrunning with alien

bl ood. The color reninded nme of iced tea.

"What now?" | choked out the words. They tried to
tell me the nmission had been acconplished. This
didn't cut it. W hadn't finished using our zap guns.
"W have no ship any longer," sighed Arlene. She
turned to S&R and asked if they had any suggesti ons.
Those boys sure did. There were functional tel eport
pads on the base. In the imortal words of

S&R, "CGateways nust go to Fred ships. Not safe to
go."

The little voice in ny head pointed out that we had
run out of enemes to kill here. At no point did it
bother me to think that | was failing to snuff out

m nd- consci ousnesses or ghost-spirits. These alien
nonsters were dead enough for ne.

| shoul dered the burden of command. Sergeant

Taggart had a plan. "Let's go!" covered both ny
strategy and my tactics.

W booked. In ny rage | forgot the ship would be in
zero-g. But the monent | felt that old free fal
spinning in ny stomach, | rem nded nyself that the
wonder ful ray guns had no kick and were perfect
weapons for this environment.

Too bad they didn't nake the trip with us. Neither
did our clothes or equipment. Yep, it was as if we'd
gone through the Phobos Gate again. Stripped

nekki d. There was Arlene to port, her long, firmy
nmuscl ed | egs kicking slightly as if she were sw nm ng.
Kid sure had a nice ass. And there were Sears and
Roebuck. Naked, they |ooked even nore |ike Mgilla
Gorilla. But their feet were far nore human than
siman. |I'd wondered about that.

"What do we do now, Sergeant?" asked Arlene. She
didn't say it like my best buddy. She said it like
someone who has been thinking nore clearly than her
superior officer.

S&R canme to ny rescue. "We had no choice but to

be renuni ni ng basel ess.”

While | tried to decide if that counted as a pun

Arl ene began to cry. That was so unlike her that it
hel ped bring ne back to a senbl ance of sanity. |

noti ced her hand on her neck. Then | realized what
was wong. Her last link with Al bert had been wi ped
out —+he second ring, the honeynoon ring. No way
could S&R re-create it outside their own |ab

W didn't have long to worry about that problem
however. The Freds on the ship soon noticed their

st owaways- pi rat es- boarders. They had better aim
than the ones at the base. They came cl onpi ng al ong
t he bul khead in their magneti zed boots, sone bel ow
us, some above us. The saucers they were firing were
com ng cl oser and cl oser while we floated around,
naked and hel pl ess.

This was when | realized | could have done a better
job of planning for contingencies. In the few seconds
of life remaining, | gave some cursory attention to the
ship. Details mght cone in useful in the next life,



al ways assunming this death theory for humans was

i nadequate to cover the facts.

The ship was the same design as the Kl ave cruiser

but much longer. 1'd guess it was 3.7 kilonmeters from
stemto stern. The Fred spaceship had to be the |argest
cigar in the universe

While we ducked little flying saucers, | quickly
reviewed what |1'd | earned and deduced from S&R' s
briefing. They were too busy ducking to engage in

di al ogue, so | had to trust ny nmenory.

S&R had never come right out and said it, but the
Freds were nore |ike humans than the Kl ave in one

i mportant respect—they too were individualists.

This was carried to a lunatic extrenme in the | ack of
cooperati on anong the denmonic invaders. 1'd | ost
count of how many times Arlene and | had saved
ourselves by tricking the nonsters into fighting each
other. In a choice between sl aughtering hunmans and
trashing each other, hell-princes and punpki ns opted
for the latter every tine.

So if it had worked a hundred tines before, why not
try for one hundred and one? "Hand-to-hand com

bat!" | shouted. "I don't think they're that nuch
stronger than we are.” | was certain that none of us in
this ship were as strong as S&R
"Maybe we can grab one of their guns,’
Arl ene.

"No Fred guns can be used for going to kill by you,"
said S&R It took a nonent for their meaning to sink

i n—hpanely, that the weapons could be activated only

by a Fred.

| set the exanple. Mich as | hated zero-g, |'d spent

so nuch time init lately that 1'd devel oped a knack
for turning it to my advantage. A new formof marti al
arts could be developed in free fall.

Kicking off fromthe wall, | grabbed the nearest

Fred and yanked that sucker right out of his magnetic
boots. Momentum was on ny side; it was nmy new pal

| threwthe alien into two of its conrades. They didn't
act like pals. If they had any brains in those big chests,
t hey' d have reasoned out what | was doing, then

extrapol ated fromit and cooperated with one an-

ot her.

What an irony. Arlene and | were two of the nost

rabi d i ndividualists any collectivist could ever have
the misfortune to neet. The Kl ave coll ective had

thrown in with their antithesis, Hono sapiens,

agai nst a comon foe.

Could the ultimate error of the bad guys be their
deconstructioni sn? They took everything apart, |eav-

ing no basis for rational self-interest.

Food for thought. Philosophy to while away the

time after we cleansed this ship of its owners. S&R
were using a different fighting technique. They were

mai nly crushing their opponents, and ripping out

whol e portions of the chest area. Arlene and | were
succeedi ng in making the Freds fight anong them

sel ves.

Suddenly S&R call ed out a warning. The Fred

com ng up beneath ne apparently wore an insignia

suggest ed



S&R recogni zed as sone kind of biological scientist, a
nmed- Fred. Wen this one grabbed ne and pulled ne
down, | could see that it understood somethi ng about
our speci es.

Instead of jabbing its chopstick fingers toward ny
chest, where it mght puncture ny heart, it went for
nmy brain, assuming the only real weakness of the
Freds must al so be a human weakness.

Never assune.

It jabbed one of its killer fingers into the area where
it had | earned humans keep their brai ns—+the head.

But this alien's research was slightly inadequate. The
needl e of pain hurt like blazes, as it went through ny
cheek, but he missed ny brain by the side of a barn
door.

Then it was ny turn. | ripped into his head like it
was a piece of rotten cabbage. | think it screamed as
kept worki ng down, down, down to the part of a living
thing that can anticipate bad things before they hap-
pen. | laughed. | was getting back to doing what | do
best .

By some miracle we cleaned out the section we were
in. Then we noved to the next. Although simlar to
the Klave ship in ternms of engineering, the inside of
this vessel was conposed of separate conpartnments.

As we floated fromone section to the next, |ike angels
of death, ny theory received endl ess vindication: the
Freds were not conmunicating with each other

W sinply repeated the process until our arms and
legs were so tired we had to stop. Then we resuned
our attack, and still the pods had not comuni cat ed
with each other. Only at the end did we encounter a
different sort of Fred.

This one m ght have been the captain of the ship.

He was the smartest, and he had a weapon that al nost
wi ped us out. "Look out for the Fred ray!" S&R
shouted in one of their clearest sentences, saving
Arlene and nme fromthe brink of destruction. W
pushed each other out of harms way. Wiile we

bounced off the bul kheads and bobbed around |i ke
corks in a bottle, a searing beam of white energy

m ssed us and nelted one wall of the pod. Fortunately
the integrity of the ship's bul khead was not conpro-
m sed.

S&R took care of this Fred personally. Four strong
hands took the cabbage apart. Afterward we di scov-
ered we shoul d have taken this one down first. But
how were we to know this particular artichoke had
access to the ship's main conmputer? Damed t hi ng
didn't even look like a conputer. Looked like a

bl ender to ne.

The top Fred had progranmed the ship to go ...
somewhere. There was nothing we could do to alter

the program W' d succeeded in killing all the Freds.
But we were stuck on their Gal axy Express with a one-
way ticket. Arlene was not happy about this.

Epi | ogue

I will never see Albert again. 1'd reconciled

nmysel f to accepting himas a sixty-seven-year-old.
could have still loved him At |east we would have



been toget her again.

But Fly had to take the mission to the limt. | saw
t hat berserker | ook cone over himafter Hi dal go died,
and | understood. | also knew we m ght not have

cone through alive without that fire in him Wen
can think again, I'Il tell Fly I understand.

Now | can only feel my loss. By the tine we arrive

at our destination and turn around, Albert wll have

been in his grave for centuries. So | sit alone at one
end of the ship while Fly sits at the other. The Fred
ship has large picture w ndows.

| watch the stars contract to a small red disk at the
center of the line of travel. Fly watches a sinilar disk,
but his is blue. W do not tal k. He searches for words
that I do not want to hear

W both wonder what the human race will do in the

next several thousand years.



